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Evaluating the Effects of the  
Top-Four System in Alaska
 

By Ryan Williamson

In 2022, the top-four system in Alaska gave citizens greater choice and elevated 
the most broadly appealing candidates, in turn improving representation.

Executive Summary
In 2020, Alaska modi昀椀ed its electoral process to a top-four ranked choice vo琀椀ng system and 
away from more tradi琀椀onal par琀椀san primaries, making Alaska the 昀椀rst state to do so for state 
execu琀椀ve and legisla琀椀ve races, as well as federal congressional seats. The 2022 cycle was the 
昀椀rst 琀椀me an alterna琀椀ve system was employed in the state, 昀椀rst with a special elec琀椀on to 昀椀ll 
the vacancy caused by the death of Rep. Don Young, and then for all other legisla琀椀ve and 
statewide elec琀椀ons in November. A review of ini琀椀al evidence found that races in the state 
became more civil and compe琀椀琀椀ve overall, and, despite it being a major change in process, 
the top-four approach caused li琀琀le disrup琀椀on in the composi琀椀on of government. Elected 
o昀케cials and incumbents con琀椀nued to fare well under the new format compared with their 
performance in recent tradi琀椀onal elec琀椀ons. 

Introduction
Alaskan voters passed Ballot Measure 2 in 2020, altering their electoral system to move 
away from a tradi琀椀onal primary system in favor of a top-four system.1 Under this new 
arrangement, candidates for elected o昀케ce appear on the ballot together during the primary, 
regardless of par琀椀san a昀케lia琀椀on. Voters cast a ballot for their favorite candidate, and the 
four candidates who receive the greatest number of votes proceed to the general elec琀椀on. 
Typically, if a candidate receives 50 percent of the vote, they are declared the winner. 
However, if no candidate reaches a majority, then the last-place candidate is eliminated and 
their votes are reallocated to the voters’ second choices. This process con琀椀nues un琀椀l one 
candidate achieves a majority and wins the elec琀椀on.
The 2022 elec琀椀on cycle was the 昀椀rst 琀椀me each legisla琀椀ve seat was subject to the new rules, 
providing valuable real-world data about how a top-four approach a昀昀ects elec琀椀ons. This 
paper explores how the new system increased compe琀椀琀椀on among candidates without 
upse琀�ng the overall par琀椀san balance in the state and evaluates how the top-four approach 
a昀昀ected incumbents and shaped the strategies of successful candidates. It concludes by 
considering the future of top-four vo琀椀ng in Alaska.

The Top-Four Approach Rewarded Candidates  
with Broad Appeal 
Alaska’s congressional races illustrate how the new elec琀椀on rules can change incen琀椀ve 
structures for candidates. With up to four candidates on the ballot, winning a majority a昀琀er 
the 昀椀rst round of tabula琀椀on is now more di昀케cult. Because of this, candidates must campaign 
not only for 昀椀rst-choice, but also for second-choice, support, which is an added incen琀椀ve to 
avoid nega琀椀ve campaigning and to appeal to supporters of their opponents.2 By compelling 

R Street Shorts

No. 122

January 2023

Under the top-four system, candidates 

for elected o昀케ce appear on the 
ballot together during the primary, 

regardless of par琀椀san a昀케lia琀椀on.



www.rstreet.org—2R Street Shorts—Evalua琀椀ng the E昀昀ects of the Top-Four System in Alaska

R Street Shorts

No. 122

January 2023

Evaluating the Effects of the  

Top-Four System in Alaska

candidates to cra昀琀 broad coali琀椀ons among compe琀椀琀椀ve cons琀椀tuencies, poli琀椀cians have more 
to lose by engaging in uncivil campaigning.3

Though Alaska votes reliably Republican in presiden琀椀al elec琀椀ons, its par琀椀san and ideological 
composi琀椀on is unique in a variety of ways, and it tends to favor poli琀椀cally moderate 
candidates who are willing to challenge na琀椀onal party pla琀昀orms.4 For example, despite the 
Republican lean of the state, 63 percent of Alaskans believe abor琀椀on should be legal in all or 
most cases.5 In addi琀椀on, Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend, a redistribu琀椀ve program akin to 
universal basic income, represents one of the most important issues to voters of all stripes 
and has been the focal point of many debates among Alaska’s poli琀椀cians.6 Finally, Alaska 
was the third state, behind Colorado and Washington, to legalize marijuana for recrea琀椀onal 
purposes, even as other Republican and Democra琀椀c states con琀椀nued to oppose legaliza琀椀on.7

The unique poli琀椀cal composi琀椀on of Alaska is perhaps best re昀氀ected in the tenure of Lisa 
Murkowski, who has made a name for herself as one of the most moderate members of the U.S. 
Senate, vo琀椀ng with her party only about 56 percent of the 琀椀me.8 In recent years, Murkowski 
deviated from her party by vo琀椀ng to convict Trump on his impeachment charges, vo琀椀ng against 
the 2017 repeal of Obamacare and being the only Republican to vote against con昀椀rming Bre琀琀 
Kavanaugh for a seat on the Supreme Court.9 Her stances have earned scorn from fellow 
Republicans as far back as 2010 when she failed to win the Republican primary. Nevertheless, 
she famously won re-elec琀椀on with 39 percent of the vote as a write-in candidate. 
Likewise, Don Young, who served Alaska in the U.S. House of Representa琀椀ves for nearly  
half a century, rou琀椀nely faced regular challenges for his seat. In his last four bids for re-
elec琀椀on, Young survived mul琀椀ple compe琀椀琀椀ve elec琀椀ons while never receiving more than  
54.4 percent of the vote. While serving in the House, he was a reliable Republican vote  
but took a more moderate posi琀椀on than most others in the chamber, especially with  
respect to federal spending.10 Like Murkowski, Young made a name for himself priori琀椀zing  
the preferences of Alaskans over those of his party.
Taking these factors into considera琀椀on, the victory of Democrat Mary Peltola over 
Republicans Sarah Palin and Nick Begich should not be surprising. Peltola ran a highly 
localized, Alaska-centric campaign 琀椀ed to issues like 昀椀shing, whereas her main challenger, 
Sarah Palin, appealed to voters through more populist, culture-war-centric issues.11 Although 
Peltola reached across the aisle and asked to be ranked second among voters who didn’t 
mark her as their 昀椀rst choice, Palin ran against ranked-choice vo琀椀ng, calling it “rigged.”12 The 
two Republicans spent more 琀椀me a琀琀acking each other than they did making the case against 
Peltola.13 This is perhaps one of the reasons why Peltola’s vote share increased between the 
special and general elec琀椀on.14

As previously men琀椀oned, top-four vo琀椀ng is designed to reduce polariza琀椀on, as candidates 
are incen琀椀vized to cra昀琀 broad coali琀椀ons to win.15 Peltola managed to do this by earning 
endorsements from Lisa Murkowski as well as a number of Young’s former sta昀昀ers.16 Though 
Peltola’s victory may simply re昀氀ect Alaska’s unique poli琀椀cal culture, the dynamics of the 
elec琀椀on nonetheless shaped her victory. A more progressive candidate likely would have 
struggled to earn as many 昀椀rst-choice votes, and second-choice votes from Republican voters 
may have been even harder to come by. This would have spelled defeat, as second-place 
votes from Republicans are what pushed Peltola over the 50 percent threshold.17 

By understanding the incen琀椀ves of the electoral system and the complexity of the state’s 
par琀椀sanship, and by running as a moderate Democrat rather than as an ardent par琀椀san 
beholden to the na琀椀onal pla琀昀orm, Peltola was able to win a full term to represent Alaskans.18

Similarly, Murkowski won another six-year term in the U.S. Senate over a challenge from Kelly 
Tshibaka, a more conserva琀椀ve and populist opponent, by e昀昀ec琀椀vely wielding her unique 
brand of conserva琀椀sm. In previous elec琀椀ons, Murkowski won with only a plurality, which 
meant most voters wanted someone else in the o昀케ce but could not agree on an alterna琀椀ve. 
The top-four vo琀椀ng system o昀昀ered a real test of Murkowski’s brand within the state by requiring 
the winner to achieve a majority. However, this may have been to her bene昀椀t, as she did not 
need to appeal to more tradi琀椀onal or populist Republicans to advance past the primary—she 
just had to ini琀椀ally 昀椀nish in the top four. As a result any liabili琀椀es she had with the Republican 
base were muted in a way that they may not have been in a more tradi琀椀onal par琀椀san primary.

Top-four vo琀椀ng is designed to reduce 
polariza琀椀on, as candidates are 
incen琀椀vized to cra昀琀 broad coali琀椀ons 
to win.
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A昀琀er the 昀椀rst round with all four candidates, Murkowski held a less than one percentage 
point lead over Tshibaka.19 Her lead was even smaller in the second round. However, by the 
third and 昀椀nal round of tabula琀椀on, Murkowski’s lead widened, culmina琀椀ng in her seven-
point victory. This substan琀椀al increase in her vote share came from Democra琀椀c supporters 
overwhelmingly ranking her above Tshibaka.20

Taken together, victories by Peltola and Murkowski demonstrate how top-four vo琀椀ng both 
rewarded those willing to engage in more civil campaigning and boosted candidates who 
represented the unique views of voters in Alaska.

Top-Four Voting Increased Electoral Competition in Alaska
The new top-four system also increased the number of compe琀椀琀椀ve races in Alaska. As with 
other states, Alaska was redistricted in response to new data from the 2020 census. Although 
this means that we cannot make district-by-district comparisons across elec琀椀on years, we can 
compare how electoral compe琀椀琀椀veness across the state changed before and a昀琀er  
the implementa琀椀on of top-four vo琀椀ng. 
The increase in compe琀椀琀椀on was felt by the voters themselves, as evidenced by a poll taken 
immediately a昀琀er the elec琀椀on in which 60 percent of Alaskans reported that the 2022 
elec琀椀ons were more compe琀椀琀椀ve than other recent elec琀椀ons.21 This sen琀椀ment is supported 
empirically by fewer uncontested races and an increased number of races that were decided 
by narrow vote margins. The greater compe琀椀琀椀on inherently fostered in top-four systems 
represents an important improvement to elec琀椀ons in the state, as compe琀椀琀椀on is known to 
improve accountability and representa琀椀on.22

One way Alaska was able to increase compe琀椀琀椀on was by moving primary elec琀椀on ba琀琀les into 
the general elec琀椀on. Under the old primary system, each party held primaries to determine 
their general elec琀椀on candidates. In evenly divided, “purple” districts, these primaries set 
the stage for compe琀椀琀椀ve general elec琀椀ons. However, in heavily skewed districts where one 
party held a substan琀椀al advantage over the other, the primary elec琀椀ons o昀琀en served as the 
deciding contest, as the majority party candidate cruised to victory in the general elec琀椀on. 
These primary elec琀椀ons were typically low-turnout a昀昀airs, with only a few thousand voters 
par琀椀cipa琀椀ng, which is only about 10 to 20 percent of all registered voters in the district.23

As is common across the country, the cons琀椀tuents of most of Alaska’s legisla琀椀ve districts 
lean heavily toward one party. In 2020, voters in more than one-third of the 60 districts 
voted overwhelmingly in favor of either the Republican or Democrat.24 For these districts, 
the deciding elec琀椀on was the lower-turnout primary elec琀椀on. Under the new top-four 
structure, however, the deciding elec琀椀on shi昀琀ed to the general elec琀椀on. In fact, in 13 races, 
the candidates all hailed from just one party, and four of these races proved to be especially 
琀椀ght, requiring addi琀椀onal rounds of tabula琀椀on to determine a winner.25

This increase in compe琀椀琀椀on in the 2022 elec琀椀ons is evident in the number of races in which 
there were mul琀椀ple candidates vying for the same seat rela琀椀ve to other elec琀椀ons in the past 
10 years. Figure 1 illustrates that less than 12 percent of elec琀椀ons were uncontested in the 
2022 cycle, slightly lower than the next lowest year in recent history (14 percent in 2018) and 
well below the average from the previous decade of 24.5 percent.26 Thus, the implementa琀椀on 
of a top-four approach took elec琀椀ons that would have been decided in low-turnout primaries 
and brought them to the general elec琀椀on, decreasing the number of uncontested races and 
giving more voters meaningful op琀椀ons in November. 
For context, in 2010, nearly one-third of all state legisla琀椀ve elec琀椀ons in the United States 
featured only one major party candidate, and over 75 percent of incumbents did not face 
a primary challenger.27 That trend has persisted with 琀椀me. Across the country, more than 
one-quarter (23 out of 88) of the legisla琀椀ve chambers holding elec琀椀ons during the 2022 
cycle had par琀椀san control decided before Elec琀椀on Day because there were already enough 
uncontested races featuring one party’s candidates to cons琀椀tute a majority.28 Therefore, 
Alaska’s number of contested elec琀椀ons is noteworthy.29

Another way to assess compe琀椀琀椀veness is by evalua琀椀ng the 昀椀nal vote margin, as increasing 
the number of candidates is only helpful if they serve as viable alterna琀椀ves to each other. 
Assessing compe琀椀琀椀veness this way in states that use the top-four system, winning candidates 

Figure 1: Percentage of 
Unopposed State Legislative 
Races in Alaska, 2012-2022*

*Data was obtained for each year from o昀케cial 
returns provided by the Alaska Division of 
Elec琀椀ons. Unopposed races are classi昀椀ed as 
those in which only one candidate was named 
on the ballot.  
Source: “Primary, General, and Statewide 
Special Elec琀椀on Results,” Alaska Division 
of Elec琀椀ons, last accessed Dec. 15, 2022. 
h琀琀ps://www.elec琀椀ons.alaska.gov/doc/info/
Elec琀椀onResults.php#2022A. 

https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
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received 55 percent or less of the vote—a standard de昀椀ni琀椀on of compe琀椀琀椀veness—in almost 
one-third of state legisla琀椀ve elec琀椀ons across the 60 lower and upper chamber seats, one-
quarter of senate races and nearly one-third of House of Representa琀椀ve races.30

Compared with the previous 昀椀ve elec琀椀on cycles, 2022 marks the highest level of  
compe琀椀琀椀on for Alaska state legisla琀椀ve seats, as shown in Figure 2. Between 2012 and 2022,  
only 17 percent of elec琀椀ons were classi昀椀ed as compe琀椀琀椀ve in the general elec琀椀on,  
which means that 2022’s cycle nearly doubled that recent historical average. 
Though 30 percent may not seem high, state legisla琀椀ve races are notoriously uncompe琀椀琀椀ve 
a昀昀airs, as noted previously with respect to the number of uncontested elec琀椀ons. Therefore, 
it appears that the implementa琀椀on of top-four vo琀椀ng in Alaska delivered on its promise of 
more compe琀椀琀椀ve elec琀椀ons. 

Both Parties Fared Well with the Top-Four System
Contrary to some arguments from skep琀椀cs of reform, Alaskan Republicans generally fared 
well with the top-four approach. While some opponents to the new system have described 
it as a “scam to rig elec琀椀ons” in favor of Democrats and others have suggested that it makes 
it di昀케cult for par琀椀es to support their candidates, neither of these arguments are valid.31 The 
evidence shows that Republicans saw no change in their ability to translate their support into 
seats in the state legislature.
A comparison of 2022 elec琀椀ons against past elec琀椀ons illustrates Republicans’ con琀椀nued 
strength in Alaska. The easiest way to examine this ques琀椀on is to calculate the ra琀椀o 
between the average Republican vote share across all state legisla琀椀ve elec琀椀ons for each 
cycle between 2012 and 2022 and the percentage of seats won by the Republican Party in 
the Alaska legislature. A value of 1 implies that the average Republican vote share was the 
same as the percentage of seats won that cycle (for example, an average of 60 percent of the 
vote and 60 percent of available seats won). A number greater than 1 represents the party 
overperforming their vote share.
As illustrated in Figure 3, Republicans had one of their best years in recent history by  
this metric, with a vote-to-seat ra琀椀o of 1.19. This is well above both the average of the 
preceding decade (1.16) and the median (1.11). Thus, 2022’s increased compe琀椀琀椀on did not 
have a nega琀椀ve impact on Republican candidates. 
This change in compe琀椀琀椀on without a meaningful change in par琀椀sanship is not a  
coincidence. A main advantage of having mul琀椀ple candidates from the same party  
compe琀椀ng for o昀케ce, as is possible under a top-four system, is that it provides a viable o昀昀-
ramp for supporters who want to see their party win but who may not like the candidate  
who won a par琀椀san primary. It also gives a choice to members of the opposing party,  
whose candidates may not be viable in a given district but who s琀椀ll would like a  
meaningful say in who represents them. In other types of elec琀椀ons, if an unfavorable 
candidate advances out of the primary, a voter may feel stuck choosing between the  
lesser of two evils—a member of their own party with whom they have substan琀椀al 
disagreements or a member of the opposing party.
With up to four candidates on the ballot as established with top-four systems, voters have 
greater choice and an ability to iden琀椀fy a more agreeable candidate. In 2022, for example, 
Republicans were able to 昀椀eld mul琀椀ple candidates and therefore were not stuck with weak 
candidates who could have lost the general elec琀椀on. This dynamic was par琀椀cularly present 
in the 2022 Alaska state legisla琀椀ve elec琀椀ons. (A notable excep琀椀on to this is the elec琀椀on of 
Democra琀椀c Rep. Mary Peltola to the House of Representa琀椀ves. However, this proved to be 
more of an anomaly than a norm for reasons discussed earlier.)
For example, in Alaska State Senate Districts (SD) A, C, D, E, L and R, Republicans faced at 
least one challenge from another Republican in the general elec琀椀on. In each of these, the 
Republican who won likely would not have advanced in a more tradi琀椀onal closed primary 
system where more ardent, less broadly appealing candidates typically prevail.32

The case of SD E is par琀椀cularly striking. A昀琀er the ini琀椀al round of ballo琀椀ng, Cathy Giessel 
earned 33.64 percent of the vote, Roger Holland earned 33.1 percent and Roselynn Cacy 
earned 32.92 percent. Both Giessel and Holland ran as Republicans while Cacy ran as a 

Figure 2: Percentage of 
Competitive State Legislative 
Races in Alaska, 2012-2022*

*Data was obtained for each year from o昀케cial 
returns provided by the Alaska Division of 
Elec琀椀ons. Compe琀椀琀椀ve races are classi昀椀ed as 
those in which the winning candidate received 
55 percent or less of the vote. 
Source: “Primary, General, and Statewide 
Special Elec琀椀on Results,” Alaska Division 
of Elec琀椀ons, last accessed Dec. 15, 2022. 
h琀琀ps://www.elec琀椀ons.alaska.gov/doc/info/
Elec琀椀onResults.php#2022A. 

Figure 3: Republican Seat Share  
to Vote Share Ratio in Alaska, 
2012-2022*

*Data was obtained for each year from o昀케cial 
returns provided by the Alaska Division of 
Elec琀椀ons. Values are calculated by dividing the 
percentage of seats won by Republicans a昀琀er 
an elec琀椀on by the average percentage of the 
vote that Republican candidates received in 
that elec琀椀on. 
Source: “Primary, General, and Statewide 
Special Elec琀椀on Results,” Alaska Division 
of Elec琀椀ons, last accessed Dec. 15, 2022. 
h琀琀ps://www.elec琀椀ons.alaska.gov/doc/info/
Elec琀椀onResults.php#2022A. 

https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/info/ElectionResults.php#2022A
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Democrat. However, Holland ran as a much more staunchly conserva琀椀ve Republican, 
cri琀椀cizing former Senate President Giessel for not being conspicuously Republican enough.33

Given that no candidate received at least 50 percent of the vote, a second round of 
tabula琀椀on was undertaken a昀琀er realloca琀椀ng Cacy’s vote to their second choice. These voters 
overwhelmingly preferred Giessel to Holland.34 Under a tradi琀椀onal closed primary system, 
the general elec琀椀on likely would not have featured Giessel at all, which is precisely what 
happened in her 2020 primary.35 As evidenced by elec琀椀ons in other states, this could have 
actually cost Republicans a seat in the legislature as, absent a more moderate Republican, 
voters tended to prefer moderate Democrats over more populist Republicans.36 This 
anecdote illustrates how being able to 昀椀eld mul琀椀ple candidates can ensure par琀椀san success 
even with polarizing candidates on the ballot.

Incumbents Largely Retained Their Seats Under  
the Top-Four System
A 昀椀nal observa琀椀on from Alaska’s 2022 elec琀椀on is that increased compe琀椀琀椀on did not result in 
incumbents faring worse. Incumbents have long been advantaged when seeking reelec琀椀on, 
regardless of the ins琀椀tu琀椀onal rules in place.37 As shown in Figure 4, Alaska’s shi昀琀 to top-four 
vo琀椀ng did not have an e昀昀ect on this advantage, as incumbents con琀椀nued to fare well with 
the new vo琀椀ng system.
The 2022 cycle saw 90 percent of incumbents win reelec琀椀on, which is one of their best 
showings in the last decade. This number exceeds the average incumbent win rate from the 
prior 昀椀ve elec琀椀on cycles by more than three percentage points and is within four percentage 
points of the two elec琀椀on cycles where incumbents fared be琀琀er.
This 90 percent reelec琀椀on rate is par琀椀cularly striking as the 2022 elec琀椀on cycle came at 
the end of the most recent round of redistric琀椀ng. Drawing new maps alters the par琀椀san 
makeup of districts and some琀椀mes pits incumbents against one another, both of which are 
factors that can make it harder—or even impossible—for incumbents to win. As a point of 
comparison, 81 percent of incumbents in Alaska won reelec琀椀on in 2012 a昀琀er the last round 
of redistric琀椀ng.
Though incumbents, especially those in the majority, may be hesitant to embrace electoral 
reforms because such changes can introduce uncertainty and make it more di昀케cult for them 
or their party to retain power, the fact that incumbents fared as well in 2022 as they did in 
years prior suggests that such concerns may be unwarranted.

Conclusion
The top-four vo琀椀ng system adopted in Alaska succeeded in increasing the number of 
candidates running in the general elec琀椀on and overall compe琀椀琀椀on for legisla琀椀ve seats. 
Under the new system, candidates who ran civil campaigns that appealed to broader 
audiences were more likely to succeed and incumbents also fared comparably well. Future 
research should evaluate these and other metrics in subsequent elec琀椀on cycles to iden琀椀fy 
the trends that persist and emerge as voters and candidates become more familiar with the 
new system. 
The 2022 results also demonstrated the immense bene昀椀ts of the top-four structure for 
voters. The system gave ci琀椀zens greater choice and elevated the most broadly appealing 
candidates, which improved representa琀椀on. Importantly, Alaskans viewed the process 
favorably, largely describing it as “simple” despite some arguments to the contrary.38 In the 
face of e昀昀orts to repeal the system, a successful top-four elec琀椀on represents a huge win 
for the Last Fron琀椀er voters, and elected o昀케cials would be wise to retain it. Doing so keeps 
Alaska on the cu琀�ng edge of reform and prevents reversion toward a less compe琀椀琀椀ve and 
less representa琀椀ve electoral system.39
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Figure 4: Percentage of State 
Legislative Incumbent Wins in 
Alaska, 2012-2022*

*Data was obtained for each year from o昀케cial 
returns provided by the Alaska Division of 
Elec琀椀ons. Only elec琀椀ons that featured an 
incumbent are considered. For 2012 through 
2020, incumbent losses in both the primary 
and general elec琀椀ons are included.
Source: “Primary, General, and Statewide 
Special Elec琀椀on Results,” Alaska Division 
of Elec琀椀ons, last accessed Dec. 15, 2022. 
h琀琀ps://www.elec琀椀ons.alaska.gov/doc/info/
Elec琀椀onResults.php#2022A. 
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