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Sunday, November 11. 2007

Runoffs, and what Flagg can do the next time around

Well, the endgame has arrived.  I cast my ballot for Matthew earlier today, and there are only a few hours of voting for
the AWTeen elections remaining.  With the election drawing to a close, I thought it would be interesting to take a look
back at the process while awaiting the winner to be announced.

The most striking detail I noticed was how non-political the elections process was.  There was almost a taboo against
asking or answering any questions of substance about the candidates' plans for the world.  When someone did speak
out, the candidates and a few other select citizens chewed the person out on the Activeworlds forums.  Furthermore,
anyone who chose to speak out against the "chewers" was derided either for "not having a life" or for "taking things too
seriously."  Well, "seriously," the community needs to have more of an open mind and be willing to discuss the issues
that matter.

A large part of this election was a popularity contest.  While all elections are popularity contests to a large extent, this
one was overly so because no formal debates were held.  Strike Rapier had actually called a debate at one point, but
the scheduled time didn't work with the other candidates and the idea was dropped.  The reason the debate failed,
however, wasn't because the candidates wouldn't have been interested in participating in one.  Instead, it failed because
there simply wasn't enough time to host a debate.  Heck, there weren't even really "campaigns," because I didn't notice
any signs or E-Mails or anything else pushing specific candidates anywhere else than the AW forums.

Time is an interesting issue that was a problem during this cycle, and has the potential to cause additional issues in
February if not addressed.  In this election, there simply wasn't enough time for the public to get to know the candidates
- especially for those Citizens who did not follow the AWTeen community closely and normally hung out in Alphaworld or
elsewhere.  I suspect that this group of "periodic visitors" has largely determined the outcome, especially since the
Universe welcome message advertised the election.  Had there been announced debates and a formal system of
posting campaign statements, these voters could have become more informed.

Fortunately, the timeframe of the next election itself will ensure somewhat better planning.  With the election date known
three months in advance, candidates will be able to get better organized and run campaigns.  But perhaps Flagg or
someone else could organize a debate well in advance so that all of the candidates can clear their schedules and be
available to attend.

Second, in the next election AW, Inc. will have to be concerned with the current Governor taking advantage of the
system and manipulating it to his or her advantage to get reelected.  For example, the current Governor might change
the welcome message to advertise his or her own campaign, or to post signs near ground zero to the exclusion of other
candidates.  Manipulation of the system could be more subtle, as well.  Simply posting names in one order versus
another can heavily influence an election, as could having someone with PS mention the Governor's campaign. 
Because many people who vote in these elections don't visit AWTeen, they might vote for the first name they hear, and
a public speaker would be a powerful influence.  There would need to be sanctions against the Governor if campaigning
occurs using world resources.  Most organizations have similar rules prohibiting any candidate from using property
owned by the organization for campaigning.

Third, voting should be concentrated into one voting day.  Almost every other election across the globe is concentrated
into one day, and for good reason:  because campaigning doesn't have to go on to scrounge every last vote until the
minute the polls close.  There could be a major happening that completely changes the vote in the midst of elections
week.  For example, what if one of the candidates completely blows up and proves that (s)he was not attractive to a
large number of people halfway through the voting?  The people who voted would have no other option than to leave
their votes as cast.  A short voting timescale reduces the likelihood of this problem occurring.

But the most important change that needs to be addressed in the next cycle is that a runoff election must be held.  A
runoff system holds one or several votes until one candidate reaches a clear majority.  One method of holding a runoff is
to eliminate the candidate with the lowest total in each successive round.  Another is to hold only two rounds, with the
top two candidates squaring off in the second.  The idea is that nobody can win unless (s)he wins 50% of the vote. 
Currently, a majority is not required, and a candidate can win with only a plurality of the vote.

In this election, I voted against Strike Rapier, not for Matthew.  In the current non-runoff system, it benefits me to vote for
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the candidate who is most likely to win against the person I hate, not necessarily the best candidate.  In a runoff, it
doesn't matter who I vote for in the first round, as long as I don't vote for Strike, because Strike would need a majority to
win outright.  There are undoubtedly others who also "voted against" candidates rather than "voting for" them, and it
would be a shame if one candidate wins with 34% of the vote versus 33% for the other two.

In conclusion, this election went very well, but there are significant improvements that could be made to smooth the
process in the future.  Hosting formal debates, allowing more time for campaigning, guarding against abuse of power,
limiting the length of voting, and changing to a runoff system will all improve the voting process and increase the
legitimacy of the winner.

 Posted by Brant in Procedures at 13:57
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Friday, October 26. 2007

Why a strongly defined elections system is important

On the Activeworlds newsgroups, there is currently a debate raging over whether AWTeen's upcoming election should
be strongly organized, or whether the election should be a loose affair.  The "strongly organized" system involves
slowing down the election process so that it takes place over the course of several weeks to a month, publicizing the
election, setting up a timetable, and making sure that all candidates are on the same page at all times.  Proponents of
the "loosely organized" solution argue that all the candidates are already known, and that no additional controls are
needed, adding that Flagg should set up a bot in AWVote soon and accept candidates by E-Mail.

I vehemently support the "strongly organized" method of elections.  I have posted in the AW forums how such an
election could be held, and will repeat it here first, and then provide a story supporting this reasoning.  First the original
suggestion:

First, a timeline is decided upon that lists the dates for important events in the election process. This timeline includes
the registration date, the election day, and so on.
Second, the election is advertised, and a deadline for registration is set. Candidates must submit their names before the
registration deadline to be included on the ballot. This step is necessary to determine who is actually running.
Third, the candidates submit their official statements, which are posted in some public place so that everyone knows
what each candidate stands for.
Fourth, debates are held. The debates must be well-organized, planned in advance, and there must be a consensus on
who will be involved in the debates.
Fifth, the election day arrives, and everyone votes.
Sixth, and perhaps most importantly, the voting totals for each candidate are fully disclosed so that the process is
transparent.
What I didn't state in the newsgroup post, however, is why I believe that such a system is necessary.  I do not believe
that excessive controls are needed; just some rules to maintain order and slow down the process.

A few years back, I watched a student government election take place as the organization's current public relations
officer.  The student government organization's constitution specified quite a few procedures about how the election
would be conducted, and left room open for a committee to set any rules that were missing from the constitution. 
Several members of the current administration were running either for reelection or for promotion.  As a result, the
election was overseen by two members of the government who were not running for any positions, thus making up the
committee referenced in the bylaws.

The committee decided upon several additional rules for that year's campaigning.  Among them were the following:
Nobody was to hang posters or signs in the building where the voting would take place, or distribute stickers or
paraphernalia within a certain distance of the building
The vote totals would not be disclosed to the public; only the names of the winners would be disclosed
Removing or destroying other candidates' literature would result in disqualification
Nobody was to "campaign" more than two weeks before the election.
Four weeks out from election day, I heavily advertised the election, and encouraged a number of candidates to sign up. 
But the "campaign" itself began immediately, and the word "campaign" wasn't well-defined.  Did "campaigning" mean
sending E-Mails to people?  What about posting signs, or organizing people together?  Was talking about running
defined as "campaigning?"  Since nobody knew, the rule was blatantly disregarded.  Once one person broke the
embargo, then the others were left with a moral dilemma: should they follow  everyone else, or should they maintain
what they thought was their own definition of "campaigning?"  Those who decided to be conservative were left at an
initial disadvantage.

Later, the literature of some candidates began to advance on the prohibited building, but again:  was covertly handing
out stickers to people at lunch considered "campaigning?"

However, these incidents stayed underneath the surface until the day after the election, when the results were to be
announced.  As public relations officer, I was called downstairs at 9:30am and informed of who had won.  All of the
incumbent officers had won the election, with one exception.  My job was to go upstairs to the main lobby and create a
large banner congratulating the winners.  I did so, and posted the banner around 10:00, then left to do something else.  I
returned to the building around 11:00 and was immediately pulled aside by one of the losing candidates, who was very
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distraught.  Apparently, she hadn't even known that she had lost until she read the banner in the lobby congratulating
her opponent.  Nearby, a room of 15 people demanded that I do something about the situation.

Not sure what could be done, I nonetheless decided to investigate what had happened to cause so much distress to
everyone.  I asked the leader of the elections committee who had been notified of the results.  I was told that they had
pulled aside the victor in this particular race, as well as two others, and had informed them that they had won prior to the
banner being posted.  Of course, these people were friends of the committee members and were also all incumbents. 
The outsiders were not notified in this manner and didn't find out until the banner had been hung in the lobby.

Angry and suspicious, I demanded to see the vote totals to confirm that the election had been conducted properly.  The
committee leaders refused to disclose the totals to me or to any of the other 15 or so people who were protesting in the
other room.  I walked out and went home, debating whether to even return to the organization.

The end result was, of course, that the same people more or less were sworn in as officers the following year.  While
that would not have been bad normally, people did not trust the results to be fair and honest.  As a result, they lost faith
in the organization and its ability to represent them, and what was already generally regarded as a clique now became
even more so, enough so that qualified people disdained the organization.  After all, who would want to risk their
reputation running next year when something like that might happen again?  Furthermore, would anyone want to even
represent an organization that had so much lost prestige through this botched election and was headed towards
irrelevance?

AWTeen shares many similarities to this student government organization.  There is currently a clique of "insiders" who
want to gain control of the world.  Of course they would support a loosely organized election system, because it benefits
them greatly.  Fewer others would know about the election, so they are less likely to be opposed.  Their friends will
make up a greater percentage of the constituency, ensuring their victory.  But those who don't participate in the election
or don't know about it would continue to see AWTeen as a laughingstock that is run by a small clique of inept people,
regardless of the qualifications of those elected.

Imagine if, as some suggest, registrations are simply sent by E-Mail.  Strike Rapier is tied for the lead with Jaguar Hahn.
 But an E-Mail comes in at the very last minute, adding a new person to the ballot and drawing a vote from Strike,
throwing the election.  Do you think that Jaguar is going to sit back and relax after losing by one vote in such
circumstances?  Instead, every member of his party could decide to boycott AWTeen, claiming they are the real
Governors, leading to months of more power struggles and bickering.  It's happened in the real world countless times. 
And as I said before, such a botched election will be the "end of the world," because that will be three strikes (after
JerMe and Tony M/digigurl), and AW certainly won't want to try citizen-based leadership again.

I say that we need to give as many people as possible the chance to run and be elected.  We need to have organized
debates scheduled well in advance.  We need to set a registration deadline for candidates to get their names on the
ballot.  We need to publish statements and platforms in one place so that people can get unbiased information.  Most
importantly, we need to let people know the vote is being held and publish the results openly and honestly.  We need to
remove the impression that AWTeen is a clique of teenagers who bicker amongst themselves and open up this process
to everyone in the community who wants to participate - both within AWTeen and outside, in the greater AW universe. 
Rushing a poorly organized vote does not accomplish these objectives.

The student government organization was lucky in that it was still respected as a useful organization to everyone at the
college even after the election.  AWTeen does not have that luxury, and I hope that the community gets this right,
because we only have one chance.

 Posted by Brant in Procedures at 11:51
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