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First chamber of legislature. ACE Project: The Electoral Knowledge Network, http://aceproject.org 

http://aceproject.org
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Questions to ask about electoral systems

A. Mechanics: How do they work?

C. Effects on government 
performance: Stable government? 
Good performance?  

B. Effects on political outcomes: How 
many parties are there? Do the results 
reflect voter preferences? 
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Three main types of electoral systems

Majoritarian: Pick one 
winner (in each district)
• Single-member 

plurality (“first-past-
the-post”)

• Two-round system 
• [Alternative vote]

Proportional representation: 
Choose a set of winners (in 
each district)
• Closed-list PR 
• Open-list PR
• [Single-transferrable vote 

(STV)] 

Mixed: Some of both
• Mixed-member proportional (“Dependent”)
• Mixed-member majoritarian (“Independent”, “Parallel”, “Segmented”)



UK as laboratory of electoral systems

• Majoritarian elections:
• First-past-the-post in SMDs for House of Commons, many local 

council seats
• FPTP in multi-member districts for many local council seats
• Alternative vote (with only 1st and 2nd pref) for London Mayor 

• Proportional elections:
• Closed-list PR in European Parliament elections in England, 

Scotland, Wales
• STV in N. Ireland Assembly, Euro Parl in N. Ireland, some local 

councils in Scotland and N. Ireland
• Mixed systems: 

• Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly, London Assembly
5
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Majoritarian elections: Ballot papers

First past the post
Two-round Alternative vote
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Problems with picking a winner

Consider Florida in 2000 
US presidential election:

Votes

George W. Bush (Rep) 2,912,790

Al Gore (Dem) 2,912,253

Ralph Nader (Green) 97,488

… …
James Harris (Socialist 
Workers)

562

Two-round system would 
address this case, but can 
have same problem in the 
first round (e.g. France 
2002).

What we want:
A. system whose outcome will not depend on irrelevant candidates 

being present
B. system that rewards voters for expressing their true preferences
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No escape from these problems!

What we want:
A. system whose outcome will not depend on irrelevant candidates 

being present
B. system that rewards voters for expressing their true preferences

One fair system that does both: Collect ballots; randomly choose one.

Actually, it is the only system.   (Arrow’s Theorem, Gibbard-
Satterthwaite Theorem.) 

All systems for choosing a winner reward voters who anticipate likely 
outcomes and plan accordingly.
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Proportional elections: closed-list PR

Citizens vote for a list of candidates (i.e. a party).  A formula (e.g. d’Hondt, Sainte-Laguë) converts 
the parties’ vote shares to their seat allocations; if a party wins three seats, the top three 
candidates on the party’s list are elected. 

Israeli Knesset elections, January 2013

Variables:  
• Threshold for 

winning any seats 
(in Israel 2%, 
soon 3.5%) 

• Formula for 
allocating seats 
( => degree of 
bias against small 
parties)

Votes and seats, Israeli Knesset elections, January 2013



10

Proportional elections: ballot papers

Closed list Open list STV



Districts in PR systems

Israel, Serbia, Moldova, 
Netherlands: one district 
(i.e. seats proportional to 
all votes nationwide)

Spain: a collection of PR districts

Spain 2011 Congress of Deputies, by Impru20 (Wikipedia) Sh
ill

y 
us

el
ec
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na
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or
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Sweden: a collection of 
PR districts, plus 
adjustment seats so that 
overall result is 
proportional
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http://uselectionatlas.org


Election formulas and electoral systems (2)

Mixed systems have both majoritarian and proportional elements. 
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Electoral system effects: number of parties

Maurice Duverger in Political Parties 
(1951): 
• “[FPTP] favors the two-party 

system” (“Duverger’s Law”: close to a 
“true sociological law”)

• ︎“[two-round system] and proportional 
representation favor 
multipartyism” (“Duverger’s 
Hypothesis”)

Maurice Duverger, French sociologist
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Duverger’s Law: United States

14



Duverger’s Law: United Kingdom
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2010 2015



Duverger’s Law: United Kingdom 1832-2015
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Duverger’s Law: India



A refutation of Duverger’s Law?

As he stated it, yes. 

Political scientists now see Duverger’s Law as a prediction about 
district-level outcomes: at the district level, there are usually only 
two serious candidates in FPTP elections.

Define Effective Number of Parties:

where p_i is party i’s vote share. 

ENP(.5, .5) = 2;  ENP(.9, .1) = 1.22;
ENP(1/3, 1/3, 1/3) = 3;   ENP(.45, .45, .1) = 2.4
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Effective number of parties in USA

Chhibber and Kollman (1998), APSR. 



Effective number of parties in India

Chhibber and Kollman (1998), APSR. 



How do electoral systems affect political 
outcomes?
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…are filtered through…Electoral 
results

Electoral 
rules

Allocation 
of power

…to determine the …

…also affect…

Duverger’s terminology:
• Mechanical effect (solid lines): For a given set of electoral 

results (votes for candidates and parties), different electoral 
rules will result in different allocation of seats/power. 

• Psychological effect (dashed lines): Different electoral 
rules will produce different electoral results.  



Strategic voting, strategic entry and 
Duverger’s mechanical effect

Why does the FPTP system lead to only two (serious) candidates?

• Strategic voting: If it is known that only two candidates have a 
serious chance of winning, why vote for someone else? 

• Strategic entry/campaigning: If it is known that only two 
candidates have a serious chance of winning, why waste 
resources on a campaign for third place? (Can also think about 
decision to split a party or not.)

So what are the key assumptions? When might they not be met?
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A lot of non-Duvergerian outcomes in 
FPTP systems! 

Share of votes going to candidates who finish third or lower
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A lot of non-Duvergerian outcomes in 
FPTP systems! 
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More parties represented in the 
legislature in proportional systems 
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For example, Effective number of parties in legislature, 36 
democracies in Lijphart (2012) 1945-2010

UK House of Commons

Swedish Riksdag



More parties in government in 
proportional systems
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Proportion of one-party, minimal winning 
cabinets, 36 democracies in Lijphart (2012)



Are the differences in party systems the 
effect of the electoral system? 
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Causation and correlation: party systems produce electoral rules, 
not (just) the other way around (Rokkan 1970, Boix 1999)

If FPTP yields two-party systems, societies with two groups would 
choose FPTP! 

An ongoing area of research (e.g. Fujiwara, 2011 QJPS). 



Do electoral outcomes reflect voter 
preferences?
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Two ways to judge match between voter preferences and 
electoral outcomes: 
• Party proportionality across systems
• Responsiveness of representation to changes in opinion



Party proportionality is higher in PR 
systems
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Party disproportionality: a measure of average discrepancy 
between seat share and vote share across parties. 

Israeli Knesset, 2013 elections: 
low disproportionality

UK H of C, 2015 results: 
high disproportionality



Party disproportionality is lower in PR 
systems (2)
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Party disproportionality, 36 
democracies in Lijphart (2012)



Responsiveness is higher for large parties 
in majoritarian systems
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Responsiveness: how does a party’s seat share respond to changes in its 
vote share?

Example: UK 1992 and 1997 general elections
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Responsiveness is higher in majoritarian 
systems (2)
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Majoritarian systems 
distort representation in a 
way that tends to make 
them highly responsive to 
changes in support for 
larger parties.

Depends highly on 
geographical distribution 
of support. 0
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Assessing performance
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Most political scientists see two tradeoffs between 
majoritarian and proportional systems: 

Parliamentary 
representation

The legislature should accurately 
mirror public sentiments

Government 
accountability

Voters should know who governs 
and how to reward/punish

vs.

Cohesive, strong parties
Parties should offer clear policy 

alternatives and play a dominant role 
in politics

Accountable politicians
Voters should be able to 

reward/punish individuals for 
efforts/ideas/performance

vs.

Strengths of 
PR systems

Strengths of 
Maj systems



Assessing performance: Carey and Hix 
(2011) “Electoral Sweet Spot”
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Documents tradeoff: PR comes with lower 
disproportionality, but more “party system 
fragmentation” and more complex coalitions.  

Advocates a middle ground: PR in low-
magnitude districts, which gives low 
disproportionality without the costs. 



Assessing performance: Lijphart (2012)
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“… no trade-off at all between governing effectiveness and high-
quality democracy” (296).
• PR countries (“consensus democracies” on executive parties 

dimension) better on “democratic quality”:
• participation, income equality, satisfaction with democracy
• more social expenditure, less incarceration, more foreign aid  

• PR countries same or better in “effective decision-making”:
• good governance (quality of public services, extent of 

corruption, rule of law, regulatory quality)
• macroeconomic management (growth, inflation, 

unemployment, budget balance)
• control of violence

But what do these comparisons tell us about the effect of PR vs 
majoritarian electoral system?
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Wrapping up

A. Mechanics: Varieties of majoritarian and 
proportional elections

C. Effects on government performance: 
Conventional view of tradeoffs; the “sweet 
spot”; Lijphart’s argument in favor of PR/
consensus approach 

B. Effects on political outcomes: 
Duverger’s Law and Hypothesis; 
disproportionality; Riker’s critique
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Appendix
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Majoritarian elections: FPTP
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Majoritarian elections: Two-round system

Variables:  
• Threshold for 

winning in first round 
(usually 50%)

• Threshold for moving 
to the second round 
(France: “top 2” for 
pres.; 12.5% vote 
share for leg.)  

Has become the 
standard for electing 
presidents (Golder 
2005).
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Proportional elections: open-list PR

Citizens cast a party vote for a 
list of candidates and/or cast a 
preference vote for individual 
candidates on lists. The number 
of seats a party wins depends 
on its overall support (party 
votes plus preference votes), 
and the identity of the 
candidates who win seats 
depend in part on preference 
votes.

Example: Sri Lanka  
Each voter casts party vote for one party. 
Optional: cast preference vote for up to three candidates from that party.
The preference votes determine the order of the candidates within a party. 

Sri Lankan general election, 2010. Photo credit: AP, via economist.com 

http://economist.com


Riker’s critique: Strategic voting and the 
disconnect between votes and preferences
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Up to now, we assume electoral outcomes reflect 
citizens’ preferences if they reflect citizens’ votes.  

Riker’s critique: But all electoral systems invite 
strategic voting, i.e. sometimes casting votes that 
don’t reflect sincere preferences (Gibbard-
Satterthwaite Theorem) so it is impossible to 
know citizens’ preferences from voting outcomes.  

(Which systems should have more strategic 
voting?)

William Riker, American political scientist,
author of Liberalism Against Populism
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Majoritarian elections: Alternative vote

Citizens rank candidates. In each round, candidate with fewest first 
preference votes eliminated; voters reassigned to highest remaining 
preference.  
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Proportional elections: single transferrable vote

(AV is STV in a single-member district.)

Thomas Hare, credited with inventing 
STV (“British PR”)

Citizens rank candidates. 
A candidate receiving more than

first-preference votes are elected; votes in excess of quota are 
transferred to next preference. 
Otherwise like AV: when no one has enough to be elected, candidate 
with lowest result eliminated, votes transferred.    


