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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 
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won
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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




