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systems. Marginal constituencies are basically constituencies in which the electoral support 
for the two biggest parties is evenly split. In SMDP systems, national parties have incentives 
to ignore voters in “safe districts”—ones where they are likely to win and ones that are “safe” 
for their competitors where they are likely to lose. Elections in SMDP systems are won and 
lost in marginal constituencies because that is where the “swing voters” are. Because of the 
geographic concentration of support for left parties mentioned earlier, the median voter in 
marginal constituencies is likely to be far to the right of the average voter of the left-wing 
party. As a result, left-wing parties in SMDP systems have an incentive to not be as redis-
tributive in regard to fiscal policy as they would be in PR systems.

Iversen and Soskice (2006) make claims that are very much like those made by Rodden, 
but they provide a different causal logic. Iversen and Soskice agree that left-wing parties 
are likely to participate in government more frequently in PR systems than in SMDP sys-
tems. They argue, however, that this is because of the difference in coalitional bargaining 
across the two systems and not because of the geographic distribution of support for left-
wing parties. Iversen and Soskice present a game-theoretic model in which there are three 
equal-size groups in society based on income level (Low, Middle, and High). According to 
their model, the preferred tax and transfer scheme of low-income voters is to tax the high- 
and middle-income groups at the highest possible rate and redistribute this wealth to 
themselves. The preferred tax and transfer scheme of middle-income voters is to tax the 
high-income group and divide this wealth between themselves and low-income voters. 
Finally, as in the Meltzer-Richard model, high-income voters prefer zero taxes and no 
redistribution. 27

27. We should note that these policy preferences are not assumed; instead, they are derived directly from their model. Two 
particular assumptions of their model lead directly to the policy preferences that we outline in the text. The first assumption 
is that the lump sum tax on the high-income group is larger than the tax on the middle-income group, which, in turn, is 
larger than the tax on the low-income group. The second assumption is that the entire system is nonregressive; that is, the 
difference between the benefits received and the tax paid (s – yit) in our analysis at the start of this section is smallest for 
the high-income group and biggest for the low-income group.

Electoral Systems and the Number of Years  
with Left and Right Governments, 1945–1998Table 16.4

 Government partisanship Proportion of left governments

Electoral system Left Right

Proportional 342 120 0.74

Majoritarian  86 256 0.25

Source: Iversen and Soskice (2006, fig. 1).

Note: Data are from seventeen advanced industrialized democracies; centrist governments have not been included.




