
Elections and Electoral Systems



Democracies are sometimes classified in terms of their electoral
system.

An electoral system is a set of laws that regulate electoral
competition between candidates or parties or both.



Elections and Electoral Integrity



Elections are increasingly used to fill legislative and executive
offices around the world.

Almost all of the world’s independent states today use direct
elections to elect people to their lower house of parliament.



Legislative and Presidential Elections by Decade

1950s
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
E

le
ct

io
n

s

Presidential

Legislative

File Name: Clark_Principles_of_Comparative_4e_Ch12_Figure_01.ai
Width: 3.49548636542426
Height: 3.39758343166775
Color Mode: NA
Image resolution: NA



Electoral integrity refers to the extent to which the conduct of
elections meets international standards and global norms
concerning ‘good’ elections.

These norms and standards are usually set out in treaties,
conventions, and guidelines issued by international and regional
organizations.



Violations of electoral integrity are referred to as electoral
malpractice.
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Democracies tend to have higher levels of electoral integrity than
dictatorships.

There’s variation, though, among both democracies and
dictatorships.



Electoral integrity is influenced by:

• Domestic structural constraints

• The role of the international community

• Institutional design

• Electoral management bodies



Two strategies to identify election fraud:

1. Election monitoring

2. Election forensics



Benford’s Law: Frequency Distribution of First and Second Digits
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frequency distribution of digits in reported vote totals. Benford’s law describes a pattern 
for the frequency distribution of digits in numbers that occurs in many settings (Mebane  
2013, 9). Although we might think that each digit from 1 to 9 has an equal probability of 
appearing as the first digit in a number, this is often not the case. In a wide variety of set-
tings, smaller digits are more common than larger digits. To illustrate why, Joseph Deckert, 
Mikhail Myagkov, and Peter Ordeshook (2011, 246) give the example of collecting house 
street numbers at random from a telephone book. As street numbers tend to begin with 
1 (or 10 or 100) and restart at 1 after crossing a boundary or end before higher numbers 
are reached, addresses that start with the number 1 will be more common than those that 
start with the number 2, and those that start with a 2 will be more common than those that 
start with a 3, and so on. According to Benford’s law, the first and second digits in a num-
ber will follow the frequency distributions shown in Table 12.1. For example, the probability 
that the first digit in a number will be a 3 is 0.125, and the probability that it will be a 6 is 
0.067. Similarly, the probability that the second digit in a number will be a 0 is 0.120, and the 
probability that it will be a 6 is 0.093. The mean or expected value of the first digit is 3.441, 
whereas it’s 4.187 for the second digit.

Benford’s law has been used to detect financial and accounting fraud (Cho and Gaines 
2007). The general idea is that individuals who fabricate numbers tend to do so uniformly. 
As a result, we can compare the frequencies with which different digits appear as the first 
number in financial accounts with the expected probabilities for those digits from Benford’s 
law. Significant deviations would indicate “suspicious” numbers and possible fraud. Scholars 
have adopted the same basic idea to try to identify electoral fraud in voting returns (Cantu and 
Saiegh 2011), though they tend to focus on the distribution of the second digit rather than the 
first digit (Mebane 2006, 2008; Pericchi and Torres 2011). For example, Walter Mebane (2013) 
examined electoral returns from 45,692 ballot boxes in the 2009 presidential election in Iran 
and found that the frequency distribution of the second digits in the vote totals for the incum-
bent president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, was suspicious. Rather than focus on Benford’s law, 
other scholars have argued that fair elections should produce voting returns that have uni-
formly distributed 0 to 9 last digits. Using this method, Bernd Beber and Alexandra Scacco 
(2012) found evidence of electoral manipulation in the 2007 presidential election in Nigeria and 
Senegal. Still others look for “odd” relationships between voter turnout and vote totals. Using 
this method, Peter Klimek and colleagues (2018) find significant evidence of electoral irregu-
larities (ballot stuffing and voter coercion) in the 2017 Turkish referendum extending executive 
power and the subsequent 2018 legislative and presidential elections.

The use of digit-based methods to identify electoral fraud is not without its critics 
(Deckert, Myagkov, and Ordeshook 2011; Mebane 2014), and there’s evidence that “anoma-
lous” vote counts can be the result of normal behavior such as strategic voting rather than 
human manipulation (Hicken and Mebane 2017). Researchers are beginning to look at how 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 MEAN

E 0.301 0.176 0.125 0.097 0.079 0.067 0.058 0.051 0.046 3.441

0.120 0.114 0.109 0.104 0.100 0.097 0.093 0.090 0.088 0.085 4.187

TABLE 12.1 ■    Benford’s Law: The Frequency Distribution of First and 

Second Digits



Electoral Systems



Political scientists typically distinguish between electoral systems
based on their electoral formula.

1. Majoritarian

2. Proportional

3. Mixed

An electoral formula determines how votes are translated into seats.
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Majoritarian Electoral Systems



A majoritarian electoral system is one in which the candidates or
parties that receive the most votes wins.



A single-member district plurality system (SMDP) is one in which
individuals cast a single vote for a candidate in a single-member
district.

The candidate with the most votes wins.



Bedford Constituency, UK Legislative Elections, 2019
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Majoritarian Electoral Systems

A majoritarian electoral system is one in which the candidates or parties that receive the most 
votes win. The word “majoritarian” is misleading. Although some majoritarian systems require 
the winning candidate or party to obtain a majority of the votes (absolute majority systems), 
others require only that the candidate or party win more votes than anyone else (plurality sys-
tems). In other words, not all majoritarian systems require the winning candidates or parties to 
obtain a majority of the votes. Probably the main reason why majoritarian systems are referred 
to as “majoritarian” is that they frequently produce outcomes in which the largest party wins a 
majority of the legislative seats even if it doesn’t win a majority of the votes. In effect, majoritar-
ian systems tend to help the largest party obtain a legislative majority. There are many types of 
majoritarian system.

Single-Member District Plurality System

A single-member district plurality (SMDP) system is the simplest and most used majoritar-
ian system in the world. It’s employed primarily in the United Kingdom and in former British 
colonies, such as Belize, Canada, India, Nigeria, and the United States. In an SMDP system, 
voters cast a single vote for a candidate in single-member districts. The candidate with the most 
votes, even if they don’t have a majority of the votes, is elected from the district. SMDP systems 
are sometimes referred to as “first-past-the-post.” This name, though, is misleading because it 
suggests that a candidate is elected once they get past a certain vote total. In theory, a candidate 
can win in an SMDP system with as few as two votes if all the other candidates win only one 
vote each. An example of the operation of an SMDP system in the United Kingdom’s Bedford 
constituency in the 2019 legislative elections is shown in Table 12.2. Mohammad Yasin of the 
Labour Party won the most votes and was, therefore, elected as the Member of Parliament for 
this district.

SMDP systems have both strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps their greatest strength is their 
simplicity. This means they’re easy for voters to understand. It also means they’re easy and rela-
tively inexpensive to administer. A second strength of SMDP systems has to do with the fact that 
only one representative is elected in each district. Having only one representative per constitu-
ency means that responsibility for what happens in the district lies squarely with that person. In 
other words, SMDP systems make it easy for voters to identify who’s responsible for policies in 

CANDIDATE PARTY VOTES PERCENTAGE

MOHAMMAD YASIN LABOUR 20,491 43.3

RYAN HENSON CONSERVATIVE 20,346 43.0

HENRY VANN LIBERAL DEMOCRAT 4,608 9.7

ADRIAN SPURRELL GREEN 960 2.0

CHARLES BUNKER BREXIT 896 1.9

TABLE 12.2 ■    Election Results from the Bedford Constituency, UK Legislative 

Elections, 2019



The single nontransferable vote (SNTV) is a system in which voters
cast a single candidate-centered vote in a multimember district.

The candidates with the highest number of votes are elected.



Whereas SMDP and SNTV are ‘plurality’ majoritarian electoral
systems, the alternative vote is an ‘absolute majority’ majoritarian
system.

The alternative vote (AV), sometimes called the instant-runoff
vote, is a candidate-centered preference voting system used in
single-member districts where voters rank order the candidates.



If a candidate wins an absolute majority of first-preference votes,
they’re immediately elected.

If no candidate wins an absolute majority, the candidate with the
fewest first-preference votes is eliminated, and their votes are
reallocated among the remaining candidates based on the
designated second preferences.

This process is repeated until one candidate has obtained an
absolute majority of the votes cast (full preferential system) or an
absolute majority of the valid votes remaining (optional preferential
system).



Richmond Constituency, New South Wales, Australia 1990
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FIRST COUNT

SECOND 

COUNT THIRD COUNT

FOURTH 

COUNT FIFTH COUNT SIXTH COUNT

SEVENTH 

COUNT

CANDIDATE (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%) (NO.) (%)

STAN GIBBS 4,346 6.3 4,380 6.3 4,420 6.4 4,504 6.5 4,683 6.8

NEVILLE 
NEWELL

18,423 26.7 18,467 26.7 18,484 26.8 18,544 26.9 18,683 27.1 20,238 29.4 34,664 50.5

GAVIN BAILLIE 187 0.3

ALAN SIMS 1,032 1.5 1,053 1.5 1,059 1.5 1,116 1.6

IAN PATERSON 445 0.6 480 0.7 530 0.8

DUDLEY 
LEGGETT

279 0.4 294 0.4

CHARLES 
BLUNT

28,257 40.9 28,274 41.0 28,303 41.0 28,416 41.2 28,978 42 29,778 43.2 33,980 49.5

HELEN 
CALDICOTT

16,072 23.3 16,091 23.3 16,237 23.5 16,438 23.8 16,658 24.1 18,903 27.4

Note: Blank cells indicate that a candidate was eliminated.

TABLE 12.3 ■    Richmond Constituency, New South Wales, Australian Legislative Elections, 1990



Australian How-To-Vote Card, Green Party, Canning Constituency,
2015



The majority-runoff two-round system (TRS) is another ‘absolute
majority’ majoritarian electoral system.



In a majority-runoff TRS voters cast a single candidate-centered
vote in a single-member district.

Any candidate who obtains an absolute majority in the first round
of elections is elected.

If no one obtains an absolute majority, then the top two vote
winners go on to compete in a runoff election in the second round.



Burundi Presidential Elections, 2020Chapter 12  •  Elections and Electoral Systems  487

The majority-runoff TRS has several strengths, particularly when compared with SMDP 
systems. The first is that it gives voters more choice than they enjoy in SMDP systems. For 
example, individuals who vote for a candidate who “loses” in the first round get a second 

FIRST ROUND

CANDIDATE PARTY VOTE SHARE (%)

ÉVARISTE NDAYISHIMIYE CNDD-FDD 71.45

AGATHON RWASA NATIONAL CONGRESS FOR LIBERTY 25.15

GASTON SINDIMWO UNION FOR NATIONAL PROGRESS 1.70

DOMITIEN NDAYIZEYE KIRA BURUNDI COALITION 0.57

LéONCE NGENDAKUMANA FRONT FOR DEMOCRACY IN BURUNDI 0.49

DIEUDONNé HAHIMANA INDEPENDENT 0.43

FRANCIS ROHERO INDEPENDENT 0.21

TABLE 12.4 ■    Burundi Presidential Election, 2020

FIRST ROUND

CANDIDATE PARTY VOTE SHARE (%)

DANIEL MARTINEZ BROAD FRONT 40.49

LUIS ALBERTO LACALLE POU NATIONAL PARTY 29.70

ERNESTO TALVI COLORADA PARTY 12.80

GUIDO MANINI RíOS OPEN CABILDO 11.46

CéSAR VEGA PARTIDO ECOLOGISTA RADICAL 
INTRANSIGENTE

1.43

EDGARDO NOVICK PARTIDO DE LA GENTE 1.12

PABLO MIERES INDEPENDENT PARTY 1.01

GONZALO ABELLA POPULAR UNITY 0.84

GUSTAVO SALLE GREEN ANIMALIST PARTY 0.83

OTHERS 0.33

SECOND ROUND

DANIEL MARTINEZ BROAD FRONT 49.21

LUIS ALBERTO LACALLE POU NATIONAL PARTY 50.79

TABLE 12.5 ■    Uruguay Presidential Election, 2019



Uruguay Presidential Elections, 2019
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Proportional Electoral Systems



A proportional, or proportional representation (PR), electoral
system is a quota- or divisor-based electoral system employed in
multimember districts.

The rationale behind PR systems is to produce a proportional
translation of votes into seats.



Proportional representation (PR) electoral systems come in two
main types:

1. List proportional representation systems (List PR)

2. Single transferable vote (STV)



In a list PR system, each party presents a list of candidates to
voters in each multimember district.

Parties receive seats in proportion to their overall share of the
votes.

These seats are then allocated among the candidates on their list.



List PR systems differ in important ways:

1. The precise formula for allocating seats to parties

2. The district magnitude

3. The use of electoral thresholds

4. The type of party list employed



All PR systems employ either quotas or divisors to allocate seats to
parties.



A quota is essentially the ‘price’ in terms of votes that a party
must ‘pay’ to guarantee themselves a seat in a particular electoral
district.



A quota, Q(n), is calculated as

Q(n) =
Vd

Md + n

• Vd is the number of valid votes in district d.

• Md is the district magnitude or number of available seats in
district d.

• n is the modifier of the quota.



Q(n) =
Vd

Md + n

• Hare quota: n = 0.

• Hagenbach-Bischoff quota: n = 1.

• Imperiali quota: n = 2.

• Reinforced imperiali quota: n = 3.

• The Droop quota is the Hagenbach-Bischoff quota plus 1.



Allocating Seats to Parties using the Hare Quota
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votes a party must “pay” to guarantee themselves a seat in a particular district. Five different 
quotas are in common use around the world: Hare, Hagenbach-Bischoff, Imperiali, Reinforced 
Imperiali, and Droop. A quota, Q(n), is defined as

 Q(n) =   
 V  

d
  
 _  M  

d
   + n  

where V
d
 is the total number of valid votes in district d, M

d
 is the number of seats available in dis-

trict d, and n is the modifier of the quota. When n = 0, the system employs the Hare quota. When 
n = 1, the system employs the Hagenbach-Bischoff quota. When n = 2, the system employs the 
Imperiali quota. When n = 3, the system employs the Reinforced Imperiali quota. The Droop 
quota is equal to the Hagenbach-Bischoff (H-B) quota plus one with any “decimal part” removed.

To see how the various quotas are calculated, suppose we have an electoral district with ten seats 
and 100,000 valid votes. The Hare quota for this district would be 100,000 / 10 = 10,000. This 
means that a party can guarantee itself a seat for every 10,000 votes it wins. The Hagenbach-Bischoff 
quota for the same district would be 100,000 / (10 + 1)= 9,090.9 votes. With the Hagenbach-Bischoff 
quota, a political party can guarantee itself a seat for every 9,090.9 votes it wins. The Imperiali quota 
for the same district would be 100,000 / (10 + 2) = 8,333 votes, and the Reinforced Imperiali quota 
would be 100,000 / (10 + 3) = 7,692 votes. The Droop quota is simply the Hagenbach-Bischoff 
quota (9,090.9), plus one (9,091.9), minus the “decimal part,” that is, 9,091.

We now provide an example of how seats are allocated to parties in a list PR system that 
employs the Hare quota system. Table 12.6 illustrates the election results for a ten-seat district 
in which 100,000 valid votes are split among six Parties A through F. How many seats does each 
party win? The Hare quota in this case is 10,000. Because Party A has 47,000 votes, it can “buy” 
four seats at the cost of 10,000 votes each. After receiving these seats, Party A has 7,000 votes or 0.7 
of a quota left over. Following the same logic, Parties B, C, and D can all “buy” one seat each, and 
they each have a different number of votes or proportion of a quota left over. You’ll have noticed 
that we’ve allocated only seven of the ten seats available in our district so far. The seats we’ve allo-
cated so far are often called “automatic” seats. What happens to the three “remainder” seats?

PARTY A PARTY B PARTY C PARTY D PARTY E PARTY F TOTAL

VOTES 47,000 16,000 15,800 12,000 6,100 3,100 100,000

SEATS 10

QUOTA 10,000

VOTES ÷ 
QUOTA

4.7 1.6 1.58 1.2 0.61 0.31

AUTOMATIC 
SEATS

4 1 1 1 0 0 7

REMAINDER 
SEATS

3

TABLE 12.6 ■    Allocating Seats to Parties Using the Hare Quota

What about the ‘remainder’ seats?
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The most common method for allocating the remainder seats is
the largest remainder method.

Hare Quota with Largest Remainders
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The issue of remainder seats occurs in all list PR systems that use quotas to allocate seats. 
The most common method for allocating remainder seats is called the “largest remainder 
method.” Table 12.7 illustrates how the largest remainder method works in our ten-seat dis-
trict. Remainder seats arise when some district seats are left unallocated and none of the parties 
have enough votes left to “buy” them at the “full price” set by the quota. The largest remainder 
method essentially allocates the remaining seats to those parties that can “pay” the most for 
them. To determine who can pay the most for the remainder seats, we calculate the fraction or 
proportion of a Hare quota that was left unused (remainder) by each party. The first remainder 
seat is then allocated to the party with the largest remainder. In our example, Party A wins the 
first remainder seat because its remainder (0.7 quotas) is the largest. In effect, Party A can pay 
7,000 votes for the first remainder seat. The second remainder seat is then allocated to the party 
with the next largest remainder. Party E is the party with the second largest remainder (0.61 
quotas); it can pay 6,100 votes for the second remainder seat. The party with the third largest 
remainder (0.6 quotas) is Party B; it can pay 6,000 votes for the third and final remainder seat. 
The total number of seats won by each party in a district is just the sum of its automatic and 
remainder seats. As Table 12.7 illustrates, Party A wins five seats in our ten-seat district, Party B 
wins two seats, and Parties C, D, and E each win one seat.

A list PR system that doesn’t employ quotas to allocate seats to parties is known as a 
divisor, or highest average, system. Three divisor systems are commonly employed around 
the world: d’Hondt, Sainte-Laguë, and modified Sainte-Laguë. In divisor systems, the total 
number of votes won by each party in a district is divided by a series of numbers called divi-
sors to give quotients. District seats are then allocated according to which parties have the 
highest quotients.

To illustrate how these systems work, we apply the d’Hondt method, which is the most 
common divisor system, to the same ten-seat district we used to examine quota systems. The 

PARTY A PARTY B PARTY C PARTY D PARTY E PARTY F TOTAL

VOTES 47,000 16,000 15,800 12,000 6,100 3,100 100,000

SEATS 10

QUOTA 10,000

VOTES ÷ 
QUOTA

4.7 1.6 1.58 1.2 0.61 0.31

AUTOMATIC 
SEATS

4 1 1 1 0 0 7

REMAINDER 0.7 0.6 0.58 0.2 0.61 0.31

REMAINDER 
SEATS

1 1 0 0 1 0 3

TOTAL SEATS 5 2 1 1 1 0 10

TABLE 12.7 ■    Allocating Seats to Parties Using the Hare Quota with Largest 

Remainders



A divisor, or highest average, system divides the total number of
votes won by each party in a district by a series of numbers
(divisors) to obtain quotients.

District seats are then allocated according to which parties have
the highest quotients.



The three most common divisor systems are:

• D’Hondt: 1, 2, 3, 4, . . .

• Sainte-Laguë: 1, 3, 5, 7, . . .

• Modified Sainte-Laguë: 1.4, 3, 5, 7, . . .



Allocating Seats to Parties using the d’Hondt Divisor System
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results are shown in Table 12.8. Under the d’Hondt system, we divide the total number of 
votes won by each party by 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and so on to obtain a series of quotients. The divi-
sors are listed in the left column and the quotients are shown in bold. The ten largest quotients 
are shown in italic boldface type. The exact order in which the ten seats are allocated among 
these ten quotients is shown by the numbers in parentheses next to them. For example, Party 
A receives the first and second seat, Party B wins the third seat, Party C wins the fourth seat, 
Party A the fifth seat, and so on. Unlike quota systems, divisor systems don’t leave any remain-
der seats. The final allocation of the ten district seats is five to Party A, two each to Party B and 
Party C, and one to Party D. This is a slightly different allocation of seats across the parties 
than what we obtained when we applied the Hare quota with largest remainders in this district 
(Table 12.7). The other divisor systems work in the same way except that the divisors are dif-
ferent. With the Sainte-Laguë system, the votes of each party are divided by 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, and so 
on to obtain the quotients. With the modified Sainte-Laguë system, the votes of each party are 
divided by 1.4, 3, 5, 7, 9, and so on.

District Magnitude. The different formulas used to translate votes into seats affect the propor-
tionality of an electoral system. However, the most important factor influencing the proportion-
ality of an electoral system is the district magnitude. District magnitude refers to the number 
of representatives elected in a district. Electoral systems are more proportional when the district 
magnitude is large, because smaller parties are much more likely to win seats in these circum-
stances. For example, a party would need to win more than 25 percent of the vote to guarantee 
winning a seat in a three-seat district, but it would need to win only a little more than 10 percent 
of the vote to guarantee winning a seat in a nine-seat district.

PARTY A PARTY B PARTY C PARTY D PARTY E PARTY F TOTAL

VOTES 47,000 16,000 15,800 12,000 6,100 3,100 100,000

SEATS 10

VOTES ÷ 1 47,000 (1) 16,000 (3) 15,800 (4) 12,000 (6) 6,100 3,100

VOTES ÷ 2 23,500 (2) 8,000 (9) 7,900 (10) 6,000 3,050 1,550

VOTES ÷ 3 15,666 (5) 5,333 5,266 4,000 2,033 1,033

VOTES ÷ 4 11,750 (7) 4,000 3,950 3,000 1,525 775

VOTES ÷ 5 9,400 (8) 3,200 3,160 2,400 1,220 620

VOTES ÷ 6 7,833 2,667 2,633 2,000 1,017 517

TOTAL 
SEATS

5 2 2 1 0 0 10

Note: The bolded numbers indicate the quotients that are calculated when we divided the votes of each party by the 
divisors. The numbers in parentheses indicate the order in which the ten seats in the district are allocated among 
the parties.

TABLE 12.8 ■    Allocating Seats to Parties Using the d’Hondt System



The key factor influencing the proportionality of an electoral
system is the district magnitude.

District magnitude refers to the number of representatives elected
in a district.

The larger the district magnitude, the greater the degree of
proportionality.



There’s considerable variation in district magnitude across
countries.

In 2006 and 2007, Ukraine had a district magnitude of 450.

Serbia currently has a district magnitude of 250.

Historically, Chile had a district magnitude of 2.



All proportional electoral systems have an electoral threshold.

An electoral threshold is the minimum level of support a party
needs to obtain representation.



A natural threshold is a mathematical by-product of the electoral
system.

A formal threshold is explicitly written into the electoral law.

Electoral system proportionality is low when the electoral threshold
is high.



Electoral thresholds can have negative side-effects.

• In Turkey 2002, so many parties failed to surpass the 10%
threshold that fully 46% of all votes were wasted.

• In Poland 1993, 34% of the votes were wasted, allowing the
former Communists to return to power.



In a closed party list, the order of candidates elected is determined
by the party itself, and voters aren’t able to express a preference
for a particular candidate.

In an open party list, voters can indicate not just their preferred
party, but also their favored candidate within that party.

In a free party list, voters have multiple votes they can allocate
either within a single party list or across different party lists.







The only proportional electoral system that doesn’t employ a party
list is the single transferable vote.

The single transferable vote (STV) is a candidate-centered
preferential voting system used in multimember districts.



In STV systems, candidates that surpass a specified quota of
first-preference votes are immediately elected.

In successive counts, voters from eliminated candidates and surplus
votes from elected candidates are reallocated to the remaining
candidates until all the seats are filled.



STV example

• District magnitude is 3.

• 20 voters.

• 5 candidates: Bruce, Shane, Sheila, Glen, and Ella.

• Droop quota: [20/(3 + 1)] + 1 = 6



Results from 20 Ballots in an STV System

500  Principles of Comparative Politics

Single Transferable Vote

The only proportional system that doesn’t employ a party list is the single transferable vote 
(STV). STV is a preferential voting system used in multimember districts where voters rank 
order the candidates. Candidates must obtain a particular quota, often the Droop quota, to win 
a seat. Votes go initially to each voter’s most preferred candidate. If an insufficient number of 
candidates obtain the quota to fill all the district seats, the candidate with the lowest number of 
first-choice votes is eliminated. The votes from the eliminated candidate, as well as any surplus 
votes from candidates that are already elected, are then reallocated to the remaining candidates 
according to the designated second preferences. This process continues until enough candidates 
meet the quota to fill all the district seats. If you think the STV system sounds familiar, you’d 
be right: It’s essentially the same as the alternative vote but applied in multimember districts.

STV is quite a complicated electoral system, so an example of how it works might help. 
Our specific example illustrates how STV works when a Droop quota is used with the Clarke 
method for reallocating surplus votes.9 This is the STV system employed to elect the Australian 
Senate. Imagine there are five candidates—Bruce, Shane, Sheila, Glen, and Ella—competing 
in a three-seat district containing twenty voters. Table 12.9 illustrates how the twenty voters 
marked their preferences on their ballots. The voters are distinguished into “types” based on 
the different ways they chose to order the candidates. We’ve labeled the four people who placed 
Bruce first and Shane second as “A” voters. We’ve labeled the two people who placed Shane first 
and Bruce second as “B” voters. The six people who placed Sheila first, Glen second, and Ella 
third are labeled as “C” voters. And so on. One thing to note is that not everybody provided a 
complete preference ordering of all the candidates. For example, two people (the one labeled 
an “E” voter and the one labeled an “F” voter) marked only their first preferences.10 The Droop 
quota in our three-seat district with twenty voters is calculated as [20 / (3 + 1)] + 1 = 6. In other 
words, each candidate must win six votes to be elected. We can now begin examining how votes 
are translated into seats in an STV system. The whole process is outlined in Table 12.10.

The first thing to do is to see if any candidates obtained a Droop quota in the first-choice 
votes. If they did, they’re automatically elected. Because Sheila has twelve first-choice votes, 
she’s elected in the first round. Next, it’s necessary to reallocate any surplus votes from already 

9 There are many ways of reallocating surplus votes (Tideman and Richardson 2000, 248–258).

10 In the actual elections to the Australian Senate, individuals must rank order all the candidates if they want their vote to 
count.

VOTING 

ROUND AAAA BB CCCCCCCC DDDD E F

1ST BRUCE SHANE SHEILA SHEILA GLEN ELLA

2ND SHANE BRUCE GLEN ELLA

3RD ELLA GLEN

Note: Each letter represents a ballot, and each letter set reflects a particular rank ordering of the candidates.

TABLE 12.9 ■    Results from Twenty Ballots in an STV Election
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elected candidates to the remaining candidates. In the example, Sheila has six surplus votes; 
that is, she received six votes more than she needed to be elected. We’re going to use the Clarke 
method for reallocating these six surplus votes to the remaining candidates. To do this, it’s nec-
essary to separate Sheila’s ballots into bundles based on who the second-choice candidates are. 
Because those who voted for Sheila list either Glen (C voters) or Ella (D voters) as their second 
choice, there’d be two bundles. Because the eight C voters make up two-thirds of Sheila’s twelve 
total votes, two-thirds of Sheila’s surplus votes (four) go to Glen. Because the four D voters make 
up one-third of Sheila’s total votes, one-third of Sheila’s surplus votes (two) go to Ella.

After reallocating the surplus votes to Glen and Ella, votes are recounted a second time 
to see if any new candidate has now obtained the Droop quota. In our example, no candidate 
meets the Droop quota in the second count. As a result, the next step is to eliminate the candi-
date with the lowest number of votes (Shane) and reallocate his votes to the remaining candi-
dates. Because the second choice of Shane’s voters is Bruce, Shane’s two votes are reallocated to 
Bruce. Votes are now recounted a third time to see if any candidate now meets the Droop quota. 
Bruce meets the Droop quota on the third count because he has six votes, and he’s therefore 
elected. If there were any surplus votes for Bruce, we’d reallocate them among the remaining 
candidates. In this case, though, Bruce has no surplus votes. To this point, we’ve filled two of 
the three district seats. No one else meets the Droop quota, so the candidate with the next low-
est number of votes (Ella) is eliminated. Because there’s only one candidate left at this point, 
there’s no need for a fourth recount. Glen is the third and last candidate to be elected. Thus, the 
STV with the Droop quota and the Clarke method for reallocating surplus votes results in the 
election of Sheila, Bruce, and Glen in this three-seat district.

CANDIDATES

VOTING 

ROUND BRUCE SHANE SHEILA GLEN ELLA RESULT

1ST AAAA BB CCCCCCCC
DDDD

E F SHEILA IS ELECTED, AND 
SHEILA’S SURPLUS VOTES 
ARE REALLOCATED.

2ND AAAA BB CCCC
DD

E
CCCC

F
DD

SHANE IS ELIMINATED.

3RD AAAA
BB

CCCC
DD

E
CCCC

F
DD

BRUCE IS ELECTED.

4TH AAAA
BB

CCCC
DD

E
CCCC

F
DD

ELLA IS ELIMINATED, AND 
GLEN IS ELECTED.

Note: Each letter represents a ballot, and each letter set reflects a particular rank ordering of the candidates. See 
Table 12.9 for the particular rank ordering of the candidates associated with each letter.

TABLE 12.10 ■    The STV in a Three-Seat District with Twenty Voters



STV systems, click here

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8XOZJkozfI


Mixed Electoral Systems



A mixed electoral system is one in which voters elect
representatives through two different systems, one majoritarian and
one proportional.



Most mixed systems employ multiple electoral tiers.

An electoral tier is a level at which votes are translated into seats.

The lowest electoral tier is the district or constituency level. Higher
tiers are constituted by grouping together different lower-tier
constituencies, typically at the regional or national level.



In a mixed system, it’s typically the case that a majoritarian system
is used in the lowest tier (district level) and a proportional system
is used in the upper tier (regional or national level).



There are two basic types of mixed systems.

1. An independent mixed electoral system is one in which the
majoritarian and proportional components of the electoral
system are implemented independently of one another.

2. A dependent mixed electoral system is one in which the
application of the proportional formula is dependent on the
distribution of seats or votes produced by the majoritarian
formula.
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constituency seats because it came first in each constituency. Second, because Party A wins 
60 percent of the party list vote, it wins 60 percent of the five seats allocated in the national 
tier, that is, three seats. As a result, Party A wins eight seats altogether. Party B wins two 
seats—it gets no constituency seats, but it gets 40 percent of the five party list seats in the 
national tier, or two seats.

Dependent Mixed Electoral Systems

A dependent mixed system, often referred to as a mixed member proportional system, is one in 
which the application of the proportional formula is dependent on the distribution of seats or 
votes produced by the majoritarian formula. In these systems, the proportional component of 
the electoral system is used to compensate for any disproportionality produced by the majoritar-
ian formula at the constituency level. New Zealand used a dependent mixed system with two 
electoral tiers for its 2020 elections. Seventy-two legislators were elected using a majoritarian 
SMDP system in single-member districts, and forty-eight legislators were elected using a closed 
list proportional system in a single district at the national level. In most dependent mixed sys-
tems, such as the one used in New Zealand, individuals have two votes. The first vote is cast for 
a representative at the constituency level (candidate vote) and the second vote is cast for a party 
list in a higher electoral tier (party vote). These types of mixed dependent systems allow indi-
viduals to give their first vote to a constituency candidate from one party and their second vote 
to a different party if they wish. This is called split-ticket voting. Figure 12.7 shows a sample 
ballot used in New Zealand.

Table 12.12 illustrates how votes are translated into seats in a dependent mixed system with 
two electoral tiers. Two parties, A and B, are competing over ten seats. This example is identical 
to the one shown in Table 12.11 except that our mixed system is now dependent. The first thing 
that happens is that each party receives legislative seats in proportion to the total number of votes 
it obtained nationally. Party A won 60 percent of the vote overall and so receives 60 percent of 
the seats; that is, six seats. Since Party B won 40 percent of the vote overall, it receives 40 percent 
of the seats; that is, four seats. Once we know the total number of seats that go to each party, we 
then determine whether they’ll be constituency seats or party list seats. We do this by looking to 
see how many constituencies each party won. As Party A won all five constituency seats, its six 
seats will comprise five constituency seats and one party list seat. Because Party B didn’t win any 
constituency seats, its four seats comprise only party list seats. In effect, the party list portion of 

Votes won in each electoral district
National 

district 

votes 

won

Seats won

1 2 3 4 5

% of 

votes 

won SMDP

List 

PR Total

Party A 3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 15,000 60 5 3 8

Party B 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 10,000 40 0 2 2

Total 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 25,000 100 5 5 10

TABLE 12.11 ■    Translating Votes into Seats in an Independent Mixed Electoral 

System



In most dependent mixed systems, individuals have two votes.

• One vote is for the representative at the district level
(candidate vote).

• One vote is for the party list in the higher electoral tier (party
vote).
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the vote determines how many seats a party gets, whereas the candidate portion of the vote deter-
mines whether these seats will be constituency seats or party list seats.

If you compare the results in Tables 12.11 and 12.12, you’ll notice that the election outcome 
is much more proportional in the dependent mixed system than in the independent mixed sys-
tem, even though the starting distribution of votes is the same. This is to be expected, because 
the list PR component of dependent mixed systems is specifically designed to reduce the dispro-
portionality created by the majoritarian component of the electoral system. This isn’t the case in 
independent mixed systems.

Two issues crop up in dependent mixed systems. First, some candidates compete for a con-
stituency seat but are also placed on the party list. This is often done as a “safety net” for influ-
ential party candidates. The hope is that these candidates will win their constituency seat and 
their names can then be crossed off the party list. If they fail to win their constituency seat, 
though, they can still be elected because of their high position on the (closed) party list. Second, 
some parties win more constituency seats than is justified by their party list vote. This happened 
in New Zealand’s 2008 legislative elections. The Maori Party won 3.34 percent of the vote, 
which entitled it to three legislative seats. However, because the Maori Party won five constitu-
encies, it ended up with five legislative seats. As a result, the New Zealand legislature had 122 
seats in 2008 instead of the normal 120. These extra legislative seats are known as “overhang 
seats.” In the 2017 elections in Germany, there were 111 overhang seats, producing a legislature 
with a total of 709 instead of 598 seats.12 As you can see, the size of the legislature in a dependent 
mixed system isn’t fixed and ultimately depends on the outcome of the election.

In many respects, mixed electoral systems are an attempt to combine the positive attri-
butes of both majoritarian and proportional systems. Mixed systems help produce proportional 
outcomes at the same time as ensuring that some elected representatives are linked to particu-
lar geographic districts. The extent to which mixed systems produce proportional outcomes 
depends on the institutional features that characterize them. We’ve already seen that dependent 
mixed systems are more proportional than independent systems because the allocation of seats 

12 One reason why there are so many overhang seats in Germany is that legislative seats must be allocated across parties in 
proportion to their vote shares. When parties win more seats than their vote share indicates they should because they win 
so many constituencies, the proportional translation of votes into seats is violated. Since the 2013 German elections, the 
other parties in the legislature receive additional (list) seats to compensate them and reestablish proportionality.

Votes won in each electoral district
National 

district 

votes 

won

Seats won

1 2 3 4 5

% of 

votes 

won SMDP

List 

PR Total

Party A 3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 15,000 60 5 1 6

Party B 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 10,000 40 0 4 4

Total 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 25,000 100 5 5 10

TABLE 12.12 ■    Translating Votes into Seats in a Dependent Mixed Electoral 

System


