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in the level of malapportionment seen in upper chambers around the world. Countries like the 

United States and Switzerland exhibit very high levels of malapportionment, whereas countries 

like Austria and Belgium exhibit low levels.

Seats held by the percentages of the most favorably represented 

citizens (percentages)

10 20 30 50

United States 39.3 53.9 65.5 82.4

Switzerland 39.3 53.1 63.0 80.6

Australia 33.1 49.6 58.9 73.2

Canada 37.3 46.1 50.6 65.7

Germany 26.0 43.4 55.5 74.4

India 13.7 25.1 36.3 56.2

Austria 12.2 22.6 32.3 52.9

Belgium 11.2 21.2 31.1 50.7

Source: Data were collected by the authors.

TABLE 14.1 ■    Malapportionment in Upper Chambers, 2019

Thus, the degree of congruence in a bicameral system depends on whether the two legislative 

chambers employ similar methods for selecting their members and on whether the two chambers 

represent the same set of citizens. On the whole, congruent bicameralism is relatively rare.

In addition to being congruent or incongruent, bicameralism can also be symmetric or 

asymmetric. Symmetric bicameralism occurs when the two legislative chambers have equal 

or near equal constitutional power (Lijphart 1999, 206). Total symmetry exists when the 

agreement of both chambers is needed to enact a law. In practice, symmetric bicameralism is 

extremely rare. Countries in which the upper chamber has formally equal powers with the lower 

chamber include Colombia, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States. Countries in which the 

two chambers enjoy similar, but not quite equal, power include Australia, Germany, Japan, and 

the Netherlands. Asymmetric bicameralism is more common and occurs when the two legisla-

tive chambers have unequal constitutional power. Total asymmetry exists when one chamber is 

granted ultimate decision-making power. In all cases of asymmetric bicameralism, it’s the lower 

house that has more power. To a large extent, the degree of symmetry in the powers of the two 

chambers is related to how the members of the upper chamber are selected. Upper chambers are 

much more likely to have coequal power with the lower house when citizens play a direct role 

in electing upper chamber representatives (Mastias and Grangé 1987). This is likely due to the 

increased democratic legitimacy these upper chambers are perceived to have from being directly 

(or indirectly) elected as opposed to appointed.

To summarize, it’s possible to distinguish bicameral systems based on their level of con-

gruence and symmetry. In Figure 14.3, we simplify the world somewhat and plot the names 

of various countries along these two dimensions. Countries such as those in the upper right 




