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This work is a study of the relationship between electoral systems and support.  

Support for governing institutions among populations is a very timely topic of study.  The 

decline in the level of support for governing institutions has been offered as a reason for 

the mass protests that have been increasingly prevalent world-wide.  I hold that an 

interesting and understudied area in political science is the scholarly research linking 

electoral systems and support. 

I draw, in this work, from the literature on electoral systems and support competing 

theoretical models linking different electoral systems and support.  The theory is that 

elections can influence the decisions of voters and parties.  That influence can help to 

determine the type of governments that are formed, the way they operate, and the 

ability of those governments to pass policies.  The way governments operate and the 

types of policies they produce can influence support.  The two competing models I draw 

link both increased majoritarianism and increase proportionality to higher levels of 

support. 
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To test the competing models I offer New Zealand and Italy as excellent cases.  

New Zealand was a perfect example of a majoritarian system and changed its electoral 

system to a more proportional system.  This presents a great opportunity to test the 

majoritarian model and the proportional model, while holding other political variables 

constant.  Italy was a model of proportional government for a long period and attempted 

to increase majoritarianism through an electoral system change as well.  They offer the 

same type of opportunity to test both the proportional and majoritarian models.   

Through a study of New Zealand and Italy before and after electoral system 

change, I hope to add the existing literature in several ways.  Through the case study of 

New Zealand I believe we can learn how majoritarian electoral systems can work and 

also why they fail.  In Italy, the reason proportional systems succeed and fail can also 

be learned as well.  Both countries offer the chance to study whether electoral system 

changes can be successful raising the level of support among citizens.  Ultimately, I 

hope to discern whether a credible link between electoral systems and supportive 

attitudes can be made. 
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CHAPTER 1 
STUDYING SUPPORT 

Introduction 

During the summer of 2011, riots broke out all over the country of England.  This 

was less than a year after the sitting Labour Prime Minister promised an immediate 

referendum on adopting an alternative vote electoral system after his government 

plummeted in the polls following a series of scandals involving Labour MP‘s (Member of 

Parliament).  In both 2009 and 2010, town meetings held by US House members were 

filled with the shouting of those opposed to the universal health care measure being 

debated in Congress.  In 2010, the Republican Party swept the midterm elections, riding 

the wave of dissatisfaction with the Obama administration under the guise of the ―Tea 

Party‖.  The same time period has seen protests in Greece, France, and Ireland over 

austerity measures mandated by the European Union.  While these events have been 

taking place, in other parts of the world citizens have risen up against authoritarian 

rulers.  Widespread protests brought down a stagnant authoritarian regime in Egypt.  

Rebels in Libya mounted a sustained campaign and toppled a dictator who was in 

power for thirty years.  Protests and political violence have been ongoing in Bahrain, 

Iran, Syria, and Iraq as well.  Considering these events, it appears that there is world-

wide dissatisfaction for existing governing institutions. 

The relationship between citizens and their government, whether in a democracy 

or authoritarian government, is an important one.  It is perhaps more important in a 

democratic government where polities are legitimized by the consent of the governed.  

Support has been used as a dependent variable to explain why certain regimes 

maintain themselves, are forced to change their organizational structures, or why they 
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are not able to make authoritative decisions.  Considering this, and the examples cited 

above, support is one of the more interesting and debated variables in political science. 

 While there is plenty of reason to reconsider the concept of political support, the 

debate and interest have been ongoing in the American and comparative political 

science communities since the 1950s.  During this time, American political leaders 

enjoyed high levels of support from the public.  In the ensuing decades, Americans 

became increasingly dissatisfied, less trusting, and increasingly disengaged from the 

political process.  This decline was often attributed to the perceived failures of 

Watergate and the war in Vietnam and eventually led to President Jimmy Carter‘s 

―Malaise Speech‖.  This decline in support was coupled with increased protest behavior 

and riots during the ‗60s and ‗70s.  These types of behavior were especially evident 

among college students and minorities who were lashing out over mistreatment in the 

inner cities.  The existence of protests and riots as well as high disapproval led many in 

the political science community to believe that democracy in the United States was 

under a direct threat (Miller 1974).  This alarm was not isolated in the United States.  

Comparative political scientists, noting these changes, began to argue that the decline 

in the United States was in fact part of a global decrease in support for democratic 

institutions in general, one that has continued to present day (Dalton 2004; Lipsett and 

Schneider 1983; Norris 1999).  

Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki (1975) demonstrated that the growing gap 

between citizens and their government was not unique to the United States.  Western 

European nations and Japan experienced a similar drop in support during the ‗60s.  

Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki raised the alarm that the democratic institutions 
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created in the 19th century were unable to deal with 20th century problems like the global 

recession and the oil shocks of the 1970s.  Protest behavior and riots were not isolated 

to the college campuses and inner-cities of the United States.  Major European cities 

like Paris and London also had severe responses to industrial problems and their 

college campuses also had their share of radicalization (Norris 1999).  These 

occurrences, as well as the happenings in the United States, led Crozier, Huntington, 

and Watanuki (1975) to declare that global democracy was facing a ―crisis‖.  This crisis 

was based on the belief that democracy, especially the lively forms of democracy being 

practiced in the US and Western Europe, was incompatible with effective government 

(Brittan 1975; King 1975).   Regardless of the beliefs that the democratic world was 

ready for a giant upheaval, democracy has persisted.  Is it that that the declining levels 

of support had just been overstated or overemphasized? 

I do not believe that we should take these facts or questions lightly. While, there is 

a rich research tradition on support, the literature is fraught with disagreement and 

difficulty.  Support as a concept has proved to be difficult to measure.  For instance, 

researchers have faced the dual challenge of theorizing the elements of support and 

then finding specific survey questions that measure and match those theorizes.  Also, 

support has not been as successful in explaining different political outputs.  That is to 

say that support has not been very good at explaining, for example, why people engage 

in political protest behavior.  There is a certain irony to this fact, since much of the 

literature on support was in reaction to the protests that were taking place in the United 

States and Europe in the 1960s and 1970s.  Also, the decline in support in established 

democracies has not led to any sort of institutional change.  This has led to the critique 
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of the support literature from scholars (Przeworski 1986).  Resolving all of the 

theoretical, measurement, and explanatory problems that the support literature has is 

beyond the reach of this study.  The goal of this project is to take a particular type of 

support, look at a particular object, only in particular contexts. By doing so I hope to 

make small improvements and heighten the understanding of political support. 

To be more specific in my intentions, the concepts that Chapter 1 will examine are 

the relationship between electoral systems and support.  Electoral systems and their 

impact on political support present the most interesting, promising, and understudied 

elements of the literature.  I will suggest and provide evidence that simply studying 

established democracies is not the best strategy for understanding support.  I contend 

that there is an understudied relationship between electoral systems and support and 

that advanced industrial democracies that have gone through an electoral system 

change present the most promising opportunity to study that relationship. 

Chapter 1 is on the concept of support, and will pursue the following outline.  After 

this brief introduction, I will define the concept of support, its components as well as the 

objects that support is directed toward.  Next I will describe the difficulty and challenge 

that measuring support presents to researchers.  Regardless of the challenges 

described and faced, I will describe why I believe support is a concept worth studying.  

Then, I will provide a literature review of the elements that affect political support, for 

example: individual and institutional factors.  Next, I will focus in on a particular type of 

institution, the electoral system.  I will also describe why I feel scholars should pay 

particular attention to electoral systems and describe what I feel to be the ideal cases to 

study the relationship between electoral systems and support.     
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Defining Support 

Many definitions of support used in political science generally begin with the work 

of David Easton (1965, 1975).  Easton (1975, 436) paraphrases Webster‘s dictionary‘s 

definition of support as some type of affirmative action, ―[Support is] upholding 

something by aid, countenance or adherence, the active promotion of the interests or 

cause of an object; defending something as valid, right, just or authoritative, or giving it 

assistance.‖ In political terms, this type of affirmative support is best represented by 

voting.  When an individual votes for a party or individual, he or she is offering at least 

some type of supportive action.  Support not only refers to the actions taken by an 

individual, but the underlying attitudes that precipitate that action.  Take the example of 

voting.  A person might vote for a candidate because they have some sort of supportive 

feelings for that candidate‘s policies, party affiliation, ideology, or any general positive 

feeling for that candidate.  Therefore, support can be defined in these terms, ―we can 

say that A supports B either when A acts on behalf of B or when he orients himself 

favorably toward B.  B may be a person or group; it may be a goal, idea or institution‖ 

(Easton 1965, 159).     

Support by citizens, whether actions or attitudes, may be thought of as an input 

into the political system.  Ideally, the government or elites try to foster such support by 

producing outputs that the voters or the public at large can evaluate.  Outputs may 

include policy decisions and their implementation, public stances on issues, or 

constituency service.  These outputs then feed back into the public‘s evaluations of the 

government, and inputs into, the political system.  Yet, support does not only exist in 

terms of an input/output orientation.  David Easton (1965, 1975) defined two different 

types of support, specific and diffuse.  Specific support derives from an individual‘s 
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evaluations of the political systems outputs.  For example, a segment of the population 

advocates a given policy, and the legislature enacts that policy.  These policies could be 

anything from a higher minimum wage to the end of a foreign war, or something as 

simple as the replacement of a broken street light. 

Diffuse support is something different.  Rather than an evaluation of what an 

object does, diffuse support (Easton 1975, 444): 

Refers to evaluations of what an object is or what it is or what it represents 
– to the general meaning of what an object is or what it represents – not 
what it does.  It consists of a ‗reservoir of favorable attitudes or good will 
that helps members accept or tolerate outputs to which they are opposed or 
the effects of which they see as damaging to their wants1.  

Diffuse support is the collection of favorable or unfavorable attitudes that a country 

or regime has built up over time.   To illustrate an example, a person may be completely 

dissatisfied with the performance of the government, while giving political leaders and 

parties failing grades for their handling of the economy or foreign policy, or more 

generally state that the country is heading down the wrong track.  At the same time, the 

same individual might express pride in their country, their system of government, and 

not seek any fundamental change in the structures and processes of both.  Specific and 

diffuse supports are, in most ways, separate phenomena.  

While, in most cases specific and diffuse supports are separate, there are 

instances where they are inter-related.  A political system relies on diffuse support 

during times of difficulty, especially when the performance of the government is viewed 

as sub-par.  For example, the government may ask for patience during times of 

economic distress, or times of international crisis, like a war, about which the public‘s 

                                            
1
 Easton is quoting himself from an earlier work (1965, 273) 
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attitudes have turned sour.  Lack of specific support in the long run can carry over and 

impact the legitimacy of whole institutional structures (diffuse support).  While the 

erosion of diffuse support over time can happen if specific support is continually 

withheld, there remains s general belief among scholars that specific support is 

necessary if a particular government, administration, or incumbent is to stay in power.  

Diffuse support is necessary to uphold the entire system of government (Dalton 2004). 

Easton‘s theories about the nature of and the different types of support have been 

invaluable to the topic, but they are by no means exhaustive or unchallenged.  Many 

scholars contend that Easton‘s two categories, specific and diffuse support, are merely 

a starting point and that support itself has many components (Klingeman 1999; 

Thompson 1970; Weatherford 1987, 1992).  For example, Weatherford (1987) 

suggested that diffuse and specific support merely represent end-points on a 

continuum.  Scholars have also noted that measuring the differences between specific 

and diffuse support is challenging, since many of the indicators and measures that have 

been used to measure the two have proven to be highly correlated (Kaase 1988; 

Loewenberg 1971).  The difference between diffuse and specific support seems to 

make sense at the theoretical level, but they have proven difficult to measure 

empirically.  Scholars have made repeated attempts to make them work at the empirical 

level and they have failed repeatedly (Kuetchler 1988).   

These difficulties make it important to spell out a precise and perhaps simple 

definition of support that deals with both specific and diffuse support while defining the 

term.  I define support as the individual belief that the government will produce good 

outcomes even if left untended (Gamson 1968; Heatherington 2005).  I consider 
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support, like Weatherford (1987) to be a continuum running from the most specific on 

one end to the most diffuse on the other.  The definition I have given here has been 

used to identify specific support (Heatherington 2005), but like Weatherford (1987) and 

Easton (1965) I believe that if citizens consistently lose specific support over time, or if 

there is a precipitous drop in specific support, then more diffuse attitudes will be 

impacted. Now that I have identified a working definition of support there is an important 

question to answer, support toward what?  

Objects of Support 

With a working definition of support it is important to answer the question: support 

for what?  Support has to be given to something, so political scientists have created 

various analytical frameworks for understanding the objects of political support.  The 

first of these frameworks was presented by David Easton (1965, 1975) who identified 

the community, the regime, and the authorities as the objects of political support.  This 

was an interesting breakthrough because up until that point support was treated as an 

all-encompassing enterprise.  For instance support for a sitting politician and support for 

democratic values were treated in a similar manner although conceptually are clearly 

different.  Easton‘s typology separated those objects and political scientists have 

accepted them with two additions.  Today five objects of support are generally accepted 

ranging from the most diffuse to the most concrete support for particular politicians 

(Norris 1999, 10).  The five are: the political community, regime principles, regime 

performance, regime institutions, and political actors. 

The political community refers broadly to any basic attachment to a community 

without consideration for its political leaders or institution.  For example, a person may 

feel that they are ―American‖ or ―Italian‖ and in doing so are displaying some 
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characteristics of support for a political community.  This type of support is particularly 

critical for democracies, since it can be seen as a basis for the state.  States are the first 

prerequisite for all democracies according to the oft-repeated maxim ―no state, no 

democracy.‖ (Linz and Stepan 1996, 1) Political communities need not correspond 

along political lines (literally, like a border dividing territory).  Kurds in Iraq or Basques in 

Spain may express measures of support for a particular political community along ethnic 

lines which do not necessarily correspond with the political states in which they reside 

(Newton 1999).  The following object of support originates from Easton who envisioned 

support for the regime (Easton 1965, 1975).  This object has been subsequently divided 

into three parts. 

These three parts are: regime principles, regime performance, and regime 

institutions (Norris 1999).  Regime principles represent the values of a political system.  

Rose, Shin, and Munro (1999) have labeled these the more ―idealist‖ views that a 

person has about their political system.  For democratic systems these might include 

freedom, participation, rational-legal political rules, the rule of law, or tolerance and 

respect for alternative points of view (Beetham 1994)2. These regime principles are 

separate since they represent what people envision their democratic system to be or 

what it should be.  Regime performance and institutions tap support for the actual 

functioning and elements of a system. 

Regime performance gauges, not support for the values of democracy, but for the 

extent to which these values exist or are being delivered.  It can be thought of as a 

                                            
2
 This is not to say that all conceptions of democracy are similar.  Empirical studies have demonstrated 

that the term ―democracy‖ has many conceptions.  The term itself comes with different understandings 
and there is a certain degree of fluidity in its definition, depending on who you ask in what place in what 
context (Norris 1999). 
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middle-ground between lofty support for values and actual evaluations of the offices and 

institutions designed to deliver and guarantee these values.  For example, in a 

democratic system, there may be support for and a belief in the value of fairness that 

every citizen should be treated the same.  But, there may be a pervasive sense among 

the population that those with money and connections are treated ―more fairly‖ than 

others, and that elements of the political system are closed to more ―ordinary‖ people.  It 

should be noted that I have not mentioned any particular institution.  This is because the 

object (regime performance) taps what may be best described as an indistinct feeling 

about the system that remains formless in a person‘s mind.  This object of support, 

because of this, is particularly arduous to measure, perhaps because it is so 

generalized.  Since this is the case, scholars have had an especially difficult time 

locating methods to deal with this object (Fuchs 1993; Klingemann 1999).   

Support for regime institutions is a bit more concrete since it examines what Rose 

called the more ―realistic‖ view of democracy.  As opposed to regime performance, 

which is much a much more generally feeling of support, regime institutions laying 

blame, fault, or praise on specific institutions of government.  These include executives, 

parliaments or legislatures, courts, military, police, or bureaucracies (Lipset and 

Schneider 1983).  To use and earlier example, an illustration of lack of support for 

regime institutions would be the feeling that getting a fair trial requires money or 

connections, and that the courts themselves were slanted in favor of the rich.  This is a 

much more specific grievance.  Those who display less than supportive attitudes have a 

particular institution in mind.  Statements like, ―Congress never listens to average 

people‖ or ―the police have it out for minorities‖ are examples of attitudes directed 
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toward regime institutions.  What is interesting is that there is a separation from the 

actual individuals who make up that institution.  Regime institutions tap a more 

generalized feeling than any of those that are directed toward a particular individual or 

particular institution.  The objects of support that taps particular individuals or institutions 

are the political actors. 

Support for political actors refers to specific individuals or institutions.  For 

example, people may not support the policies of President Barak Obama, the majority 

party in parliament, or the rulings of a particular high court while at the same time 

believe that the president, parliament, or high court are the best institutions to uphold 

and defend their beliefs or values.  A loss of specific support for a particular president 

does not endanger the entire executive institution.   

Objects of political support can help scholars direct their research toward particular 

avenues.  Studying support as a whole is a monumental undertaking, but by identifying 

particular objects of study the task becomes somewhat more manageable.  By 

classifying particular objects, scholars also have an instrument for categorizing the 

motivations for studying support at all.  Now that I have given a working definition of 

support and what it is directed toward, it is the appropriate time to explain why support 

is a crucial variable that warrants study. 

To foreshadow, declining levels of support (whether trust or satisfaction with 

democracy) may not lead to the complete collapse of a political community or regime.  

This is the high standard that Przeworski (1986) sets.  When only this level of change is 

satisfactory to scholars then it is clear that support has no real value as an explanatory 

variable.  My contention is that declining levels of support need not lead to an implosion 
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of democracy or a union, but it certainly can lead to intra-regime changes.  The inter-

regime change that I will focus on is electoral system change. 

Why Support Matters 

Having already defined support and described what support is directed toward 

(objects of support) it is time to emphasize why scholars should care about support.  

There is a question that I asked myself before undertaking this project.  ―Can my 

dependent variable act as a significant independent variable?‖  If a dependent variable 

can not be used to explain other phenomenon, in my mind, it is not a crucial variable.  

That is not to say that purely academic pursuits aimed at general knowledge for its own 

sake are not important.  But, I believe that if a dependent variable can be used to 

account for other occurrences, then its magnitude increases exponentially.  To use 

support as an example, this section will seek to explain why support matters in a larger 

context.  What consequences does support for or lack of support for an object have?  In 

my estimation support has a bearing on matters of critical import to political science. 

One example of the importance of political support is its relationship to the survival 

of a political community or a regime.  At the most extreme and obvious levels are the 

creation and dissolution of states.  While we might think of states (or political 

communities) as fixed entities, viewed over a long period of time states form, fall apart, 

and new states emerge.  Support for political communities can be maintained, but even 

the most esteemed communities can rise and fall.  Examples abound: the Roman 

Empire, the Pharaohs of Egypt, the Ottoman, Hapsburg, and Prussian Empires (Rose 

2008: 5).  More recent examples include the fracturing of Yugoslavia and the Soviet 

Union into multiple independent states.  Most independence movements, the Tibetans, 

the Palestinians, the Kurds, Baathists, or Quebecois, exist within states but lack some 
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kind of support for the political community as a whole.   The assertions that the stability 

of political communities relies on support and those communities that can no longer 

cultivate support are doomed for dissolution presents problems that should interest 

researchers.  I will explain in the conclusion why I believe the political community is 

perhaps not the most fruitful object for studying support. 

States (political communities) need not dissolve when support is lost.  Even if a 

state‘s boundaries remain the same, the political regime, the state‘s chief institutions 

namely those that link citizens‘ to authorities, may be altered.  In fact, these types of 

changes are much more frequent than whole-sale dissolution of the political community.  

For example, political communities in Latin America have remained stable over time, but 

have had frequent changes in political regime between military dictatorships, 

authoritarian rulers, and popularly elected democratic civilian leaders.  Among 

European nations Greece, Spain, and Portugal abandoned democratic governments for 

dictatorships.  Germany, Austria, Italy, and Finland changed regimes as well (albeit in 

the opposite direction) after WWII.  When the Soviet Union collapsed, all of the political 

communities in Eastern Europe changed political regimes as well.  To some extent 

regimes survive only when they are able to engender support from its people.  

Endurance of institutions depends on compliant behavior from the population (Rose 

1969, 2008).  There is evidence within the scholarly community that focuses on the 

relationship between support and different types of political behavior that might function 

to strengthen or weaken regimes.  Behaviors of this type are usually placed into one of 

two groups of political behavior: conventional or unconventional. (Coleman 1976; Craig 
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1980, 1993; Easton 1975; Gamson 1968; Kornberg and Clarke 1992; Norris 1999, 

Norris 2002; Rose, Shin, and Munro 1999).   

Among these scholars there is a widespread belief that those who are generally 

supportive of a political regime will engage in more conventional types of political 

behavior.  Conventional types of political behavior include acts within existing 

institutional rules and norms.  All aspects of choosing a political party and voting would 

fall under this rubric.  This process includes multiple elements.  Theoretically a citizen 

would have to display an interest in the process and educate themselves as to who the 

parties are and what their platforms include.  He then would have to actually turn out to 

vote, and follow and evaluate the extent to which the parties or candidates do their job 

and keep their promises.  Other types of behaviors might involve attending a rally or 

seeking out a representative for a face-to-face meeting or something as simple as 

writing a letter to a government office.  All of these behaviors, because they operate 

within existing rules and system norms, help to buttress the very institutions that 

establish those rules and norms (Booth and Seligson 2009).   

If a collection of support can lead to conventional political behavior, then the 

opposite is also generally believed to be true.  When support for regime institutions or 

political authorities fall, those holding negative evaluations are likely to engage in 

unconventional political behavior.  This behavior can range from the least extreme, like 

acts of protest, to regime challenging acts, like failure to pay taxes, political violence, or 

other disregard for the rule of law.  Some political scientists in America fixated on this 

hypothesis in the 1960s and a few declared that the protest and anti-government 

behavior that student demonstrations represented, urban disquiet, and the anti-war 
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movement were the result of a loss of support for democratic institutions and that the 

country was perhaps on the verge of a revolution (Miller 1974a, 1974b).  However, 

American scholars were unable to forge a credible link between declining levels of 

support and unconventional political behavior (Citron 1974; Craig 1980, 1990, 1991).  

This hypothesis still remains as Pippa Norris (1999, 261) declared, ―It is widely believed 

that political cynicism fuels protest activity.‖  Perhaps she is referring to some of the 

comparative work done in Latin America in the 1990s and early turn of the 21st century 

(Booth 1991, 2006; Canache 2002; Foley 1996).  These studies demonstrate some 

links between low levels of support and protest activity in Venezuela, Nicaragua, and El 

Salvador.  While, there is disagreement, what is clear is that the idea that political 

activity, whether conventional or unconventional, is linked conceptually if not empirically 

with levels of political support.  Studying support is not only important in explaining 

different types of political behaviors, it is also important to the functioning of democracy 

itself. 

Political support is instrumental in the function of democracy in two main ways.  It 

plays a vital role in the connection between citizens and their elected officials, one 

functional and the other more normative.  The functional relationship relates to the 

extent to which citizens are able to rely on their authorities for information.  The practice 

of democracy, the institutional mechanisms, and policy evaluations are all extremely 

difficult to process.  Attempting to synthesize the amount of information is difficult even 

for the most highly trained political scientist or economist.  Average citizens who have 

their own day to day responsibilities and have neither the time nor experience to make 

these calculations instead rely on heuristics, shortcuts, and cues to form opinions about 
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politics and policy (Downs 1957; Popkin 1991).  Some of these cues come from political 

parties, authority figures, or trusted news sources.  If these relationships are broken, 

due to loss of support, then a critical connective component of democracy is lost.  

Pervasive attitudes like ―you can‘t trust the government‖, ―politicians are liars and 

crooks‖, or ―the media is biased‖ are corrosive because if these feelings are pervasive 

how can we believe any of the information that we receive? 

Another functional reason for why we should support has to do with the 

recommendations that scholars make with regard to different institutions.  We have a 

tendency to recommend constitutional orders (Lijphart 1984, 1994; Linz 1990; Powell 

2000) or electoral systems (Amy 1993; Lijphart and Grofman 1986; Reilly 2002) without 

real, concrete evidence with how citizens might react, in terms of supportive or 

unsupportive attitudes and behaviors.  There is evidence that institutions impact support 

(an idea I return to later), but little evidence that citizens are more supportive of one 

institutional arrangement or another.  Scholars make recommendations despite this lack 

of evidence, and normatively we probably should rethink that practice unless we find 

some link to more supportive attitudes. 

Finally, there is another normative reason for why we should care about whether 

citizens support their democratic institutions, because we should.  Scholars can quote 

reasons for why support matters, and I have just listed several but I would like to set 

those aside for a minute.  Democracy itself, its practice and its raison d‘etre is to seek 

consensus based on what citizens think and want.  Citizens give democratic institutions 

their legitimacy, and scholars should try to find out why.  When large numbers of 

citizens do not support their democratic institutions or political authorities then the entire 
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process itself is flawed3.  Many have taken up this call (Booth and Seligson 2009; 

Dalton 2004; Norris 1999).  It is the reason that I have chosen to study support and its 

relationship to specific democratic institutions, and it is with that spirit that I tackle this 

project. 

Support, to summarize, is a valuable topic of study.  To this point, I have given a 

definition, supplied the objects support is directed toward, and explained why I believe 

that the study of support has value.  Any study of this nature also has to explain where 

support comes from.  What are its bases?  To determine whether certain electoral 

institutions affect support, a determination has to be made where else support may 

originate.  Only then can proper control variables be identified and proper cases for 

study chosen.  

The Basis of Political Support 

Political scientists have identified many reasons why a person may choose to 

support or fail to support their political community, political institutions or leaders.  

Although, numerous reasons have been suggested, all can be placed into one of two 

broad categories.  Weatherford (1992, 149) identified these as ―micro‖ and ―macro‖ 

perspectives.  ―Micro‖ perspectives examine individual characteristics that bring about 

the different levels of support for and participation in the political system.  Almond and 

Verba‘s classic study, The Civic Culture (1963) would be an example of this particular 

level of analysis.  ―Macro‖ perspectives concentrate on the type of democratic 

institutions that are in place and their relationship with political support.  Put very 

                                            
3
 Not all scholars agree with this assessment.  Some have said that democracy and government is 

created to give citizens what they need and not what they want and that a healthy skepticism among 
citizens is a good thing (Dalton 2004).  There is an argument to be made here it is one that I happen to 
disagree with however.  Perhaps it is more of a normative point that I make. 
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generally, it is thought that those political institutions which engender higher amounts of 

participation, representation, and accountability will lead to higher levels of political 

support (Dahl 1971; Lijphart 1984).   

“Micro” Perspectives 

How citizens think about and behave toward the political system can be measured 

at the individual level.  People differ in many respects: age, gender, race, occupation, 

education, and interest.  All of these characteristics vary to a fairly large degree in 

different democratic societies.  It is generally thought that these different 

sociodemographic characteristics can impact a person‘s participation in and support for 

the political system.  Generally speaking, scholars have demonstrated that those who 

are more involved in the political system (both psychologically and physically) are more 

likely to express higher levels of support for the system (Anderson and Guillory 1997; 

Anderson et al. 2005, 20).   

Early voting studies in the United States were the first to use social characteristics 

to explain political behavior.  For example, the Columbia and Michigan models differed 

over how determinative social characteristics were to political behavior or the 

development of political attitudes.  Almond and Verba‘s, The Civic Culture (1963), was 

the first comparative study to argue that those with higher levels of education and 

income were more likely to be supportive of their country‘s political system and 

institutions4.  In short, ―simplifying greatly, the research on the demographic and 

attitudinal correlates of system support has established that those with greater interest, 

                                            
4
 Needless to say, this notion has been challenged in recent literature, namely Dalton (2004) who argues 

that those who are more educated and involved in the political process are more likely to be demanding 
and more cynical than other citizens.   
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investment, and involvement in the existing political system are more supportive of it.‖ 

(Anderson et al. 2005, 20) This is hardly surprising and frankly not particularly 

interesting.  The more interesting question is how supportive attitudes develop and in 

which political or institutional contexts. 

The variable ―interest in the political system‖ is worthy of note.  It is clearly outside 

of the general demographic variables like gender, race, education, or income.  Interest 

can be classified as a ―political variable‖.  Interest in the political system is the most 

general of these political variables, but there are other more specific and equally 

political avenues of research that have could also be placed in the ―micro‖ perspectives.  

These include the effect that partisanship, perceived policy outcomes, and views about 

the political process have on political support. 

Partisanship refers to the emotional attachment an individual has toward a political 

party.  Either the result of early socialization (Campbell et al. 1960) or a heuristic based 

on a retrospective analysis of a party‘s performance over time (Fiorina 1981), 

partisanship is a popular explanation for differing levels of political support.  If an 

individual is attached to a political party they not only are more likely to vote for that 

party, but attachment may be related to how they process new information.  

Partisanship is a lens through which many view the world.  The political arena includes 

a tremendous amount of information.  People use their attachment with a political party 

as a mechanism for reducing information costs, in other words, it is used as a short-cut 

(Downs 1957; Popkin 1991).  Acquiring information about issues and policies is a costly 

endeavor in terms of time, and people (even political scientists) have a difficult time 

processing all of the information that is available.  People simply do not go through this 
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process, and scholarship has demonstrated that individuals who identify with a political 

party are more likely to adopt that party or party candidate‘s position on issues or 

policies (Campbell et al. 1960; Jackson 1975; Jacoby 1988).   

Because individual attachment with a political party has such an influence about 

how individuals view policies, issues, and candidates, scholars have used partisanship 

as a variable to explain differing levels of support for the political system.  Strong 

partisan attachments may be an indication that a person is engaged in and believes that 

the political process is valuable.  Partisans clearly support their political party, and by 

proxy may support the political system of which their party is an active and important 

piece.  Political research has demonstrated that attachment to political parties is more 

likely to support the political system than those without partisan attachments (Dennis 

1966; Holmberg 2003; Miller and Listhaug 1999).   

Variables like partisanship, interest in politics, income, etc. have all been 

demonstrated to have some relationship to the variable political support, but they are by 

no means an exhaustive list.  People interact with and learn about their government 

through various forms of institutions.  We do not learn and participate in a vacuum.  We 

do so in any number of different institutional structures.  These may include the type of 

government (democracy/dictatorship), the economic conditions (boom/bust period), the 

type of democratic rules (majoritiarian/consensual), along with any number of factors 

that could impact the ways in which we develop expectations for the government.  In 

short, ―macro‖ perspectives include the shaping and surrounding institutions that can 

influence how a citizen views and then develops an opinion about their government. 
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“Macro” approaches 

 Studies using a ―macro‖ approach to the study of political support generally fall 

into four categories: policy, process, institutions, and socialization.  Approaches that 

look at policy argue that citizens evaluate the government‘s policy outputs and give 

support based on the effectiveness of these policies or the extent to which these 

policies match citizen preferences.  Process-based studies minimize the importance of 

policy outputs. Instead they focus on the manner in which policies are negotiated and 

that political actors settle upon.  Institutional approaches look at the various types of 

constitutional, legal, or electoral arrangements and whether or not these differing 

compositions effects support in distinctive ways.  Finally, socialization examines the 

ways individuals learn about politics and their political institutions, both as children and 

throughout their lives as adults.  This learning process has a bearing on the level of 

political support we express.  Perhaps the most studied of these ―macro‖ approaches is 

the relationship to policy outputs and political support. 

Those studies that view policy as a means for explaining the level of citizen 

support base their beliefs in a relatively simple way.  Governments are evaluated based 

on their ability to meet the ―real or anticipated‖ demands of their citizens (Easton 1965).  

The relationship between policy outputs and citizen support is theoretically straight-

forward.  It makes perfect sense that those who are dissatisfied with the policy 

performance of the government would be less likely to support that same government.  

This has certainly been the belief of multiple political scientists (Citrin 1974; Easton 

1965, 1975; Gamson 1968; Miller 1974)   Jack Citrin points out that, ―one of social 

science‘s most familiar generalizations,‖ is that ―we tend to trust and like those who 

agree with us.‖ (1974, 973)  He also succinctly summarized the relationship, ―political 
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elites ‗produce‘ policies; in exchange they receive trust from citizens satisfied with these 

policies and cynicism from those who are disappointed.‖ (973) In fact a large number of 

scholars have claimed, in one form or another, that dissatisfaction with the policy 

outputs of governments coupled with the increasing demands of citizens has lead to a 

world-wide decline in support for democratic institutions (Craig 1991; Crozier, 

Huntington, and Watanuki 1975; Lipset and Schneider 1983).   

The relationship between policy and support may appear to be clear-cut, but there 

are several complications when scholars have attempted to measure this relationship.  

The policy-making process is often times a convoluted one.  Scholars and experts have 

a difficult time evaluating the success and impact of particular policies.  It is an even 

more daunting task for average citizens to evaluate the detail of policies.  In fact, most 

neither have any kind of detailed knowledge about policy (Delcarpini and Keeter 1996), 

nor deep-seated policy beliefs.  Perhaps because of this, scholars have focused on the 

presumed secondary effects that good government policy might have.  Studies have 

looked at characteristics like GDP, inflation, and unemployment and their relationship to 

support.  The presumption is that good policies will produce higher GDP, lower inflation, 

and lower unemployment and when that happens, citizens will support their government 

at a higher clip.  Various studies have taken up the impact of these indicators as well as 

individual-level retrospective and prospective evaluations of the economy on supportive 

attitudes (Clarke, Dutt, and Kornberg 1993; Kornberg and Clarke 1992; Weatherford 

1984, 1991, 1992).   

Opinion and studies have been divided on these points.  Lipset and Schneider 

(1983) argue that there is evidence of a connection, while Miller and Listhaug (1999) 
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believe that there is not strong evidence of an association.  Economic indicators and 

feelings about the economy seem to be a poor fit in several countries.  After WWII, 

Japan and Italy experienced robust economic growth as well as an increase in political 

skepticism (Morlino and Tarchi 1996; Pharr 1997).  Studies have demonstrated that 

robust macro-economic growth during the 1980s did nothing to impact the low levels of 

support in the United States (Lawrence 1997).  Perhaps because of these conflicting 

accounts and the difficulty ordinary citizens have with recognizing and evaluating policy, 

scholars have looked for other explanations for varying levels of support.  Miller and 

Listaug (1999) argue that economic evaluations need to be substituted for citizen 

evaluations of policy outcome fairness as well as their expectations of the government 

and their elected officials.  While these suggestions are warranted, the data are lacking 

and difficult to gather (Norris 1999).  Process-based accounts of system support have 

been developed perhaps as a result. 

Citizens may not be deeply concerned with policies or economic indicators, so 

some scholars have attempted to determine what they are concerned with.  Americans 

in particular are attuned to the way in which the government works rather than what it 

produces.  According to Hibbing and Theisse-Morse (2002) process trumps policy,        

People usually do not know what would change, say, drug and education 
policies for the better, but they do know that special interests, entrenched 
political parties, and careerist politicians have a stranglehold on the political 
process.  This sentiment is straight-forward and manageable.  It requires no 
mastery of the nuances of parliamentary procedure.  In fact, it requires 
remarkably little information at all. (39) 

Americans are particularly adept at making accurate conclusions about their 

political leaders.  They are not shy about declaring that the system is geared toward 

special interests, politicians are engrossed with partisan concerns, and that the agenda 
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is controlled without ordinary people in mind.  Because most view this not to be the 

case, support in the United States has fallen precipitously since the 1960s.  Americans 

do not advocate specific policies they only want their elected officials to compromise 

and treat each other in a civil manner while making decisions with average Americans 

as their primary worry.  These conclusions are supported by several scholars (Craig 

1993, 1996; Popkin 1991).  Process approaches are interesting, but seem to be limited 

to the United States where extensive interviewing and focus groups have taken place.  

Any study of support should consider process as a key explanatory variable.  

Institutional approaches consider both policy and process because institutions might 

help shape both. 

Institutional approaches have a long tradition in political science.  Institutionalists 

believe that formal and informal institutional rules constrain our actions and decisions 

(March and Olsen 1984; North 1981).  The most basic constraints on political behavior 

are constitutions.  Constitutions define the range of political choice available to citizens.  

They also shape and delineate the political structures in which we develop and learn 

about politics.  Anderson et al. (2005) describe their impact and importance to 

comparative political science, 

Although citizens‘ attitudes may drive politics to some extent, the nature of 
political institutions at least partially determines how and what people think 
about politics.  Politics and political contexts vary widely across individual 
countries and types of political systems.  As a result, party systems, political 
events, and power relationships, to name just a few examples, differ across 
countries and are themselves occasionally subject to change over time.  
Given that institutional structures and political contexts vary across 
democratic systems, it is reasonable to conjecture that what and how 
people think about politics is affected by political institutions and varies 
across contexts as well. (21) 
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The impacts of different political institutions are well-established in the field of 

comparative politics.  For instance, there have been multiple studies on the 

effectiveness of presidential versus parliamentary systems (Linz 1990).  Also, studies 

have examined the differences in levels of support between authoritarian and 

democratic governments (Geddes and Zaller 1989).  In short, different political 

institutions help to produce different political attitudes across different contexts.  This 

makes the connection between institutions and attitudes ripe for comparative study. 

Perhaps the foremost example of institutional study and its link to support is the 

work focused on the political consequences of electoral systems.  Since they determine 

who gets to run and how winners are selected, electoral systems are seen as the 

primary vehicle for shaping citizens‘ choices in the electoral arena (Duverger 1954).  

Electoral rules have wide-ranging impacts including the number of political parties in a 

system, electoral volatility, candidate or party entry into elections, and the type of 

policies that are argued and adopted in the political arena (Lijphart 1984, 1994; Powell 

2000; Rae 1967; Riker 1976).  Even though there is a substantial body of literature 

dedicated to the effects of political institutions like electoral systems on political 

behavior, the link between institutions and political support has not spurred an equally 

rich research agenda (Anderson et al. 2005, 22). 

This agenda has in fact been pursued, but in an insufficient manner.  For example, 

Anderson and Guillory (1997) classified multiple countries in Western Europe by 

Lijphart‘s (1984) majoritarian or consensual typology.  Controlling for economic and 

other factors (many of the variables I have mentioned previously), the work attempts to 

determine some differences between majoritarian and consensual systems.  The study 
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suggests that the gap between winners and losers in an election is narrower, in terms of 

how satisfied respondents were with how democracy worked in their country, in 

consensual systems than in majoritarian systems.  Anderson (1998) built on this study 

by suggesting that overall levels of satisfaction with democracy were higher in 

consensual countries than in majoritarian countries.  Later, the authors along with 

others return to the winner/loser gap in a more complete fashion (Anderson et al. 2005) 

again concluding that the gap is smaller in consensual than majoritarian nations.  There 

are several theoretical reasons for why this occurs.  Scholars both accept and use 

policy, process, and institutional bases for support.  But these sources are not the 

immediate link in the causal chain.  Even if policies in a given country improved 

drastically, this may not automatically lead to a rise in supportive feelings for 

policymakers.  It is not a functional process between any of these variables and support 

where an improvement in one will necessarily lead to an improvement in supportive 

attitudes.  What is obligatory is for citizens to learn about the changes, incorporated 

them into their attitudes and opinions, and change their supportive attitudes in 

accordance with modification in policy, process, or institutions.  This learning process is 

known as socialization. 

Socialization is the process by which we learn about politics and can be divided 

into two stages: childhood and lifetime learning.  Childhood socialization occurs when a 

child tries to make sense of a confusing mass of information.  In order to do so they 

compartmentalize and place information into some kind of order.  Once this is done the 

conclusions that are drawn are difficult to change.  Since, most members of the general 

public do not spend a considerable time thinking about politics, the tendency is to 
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accept elite leadership and government authority (Abramson and Inglehart 1970, 421)5.  

If all of what we learned about politics took place in during childhood then studying 

support would be a fruitless enterprise, since our levels of support would not change.  

Since I assume they do, socialization must continue into adulthood. 

This socialization that continues into adulthood is known as a lifetime learning 

model.  This model summarizes the effects of regime support as the accumulation of old 

and new experiences (Mischler and Rose 2002; Rose and McAllister 1990; Rose, 

Mischler, and Haerpler 1998, 117).  The idea that people can learn about politics over 

time makes socialization particularly relevant to the variables that I have already 

discussed: policy, process, and institutions.  For example, policies may change but 

probably need to have an extended influence over time for people‘s attitudes to catch-

up.  Also, if a country were to change their institutions would we truly expect an 

immediate change in attitudes or an extended learning curve?  Obviously, there would 

be a process of socialization that would take place.  This makes socialization a 

particularly sticky variable that political scientists have to navigate. 

Any comprehensive and complete study of support must recognize these sources 

that I have just identified.  It is not a matter of defining and identifying for the edification 

of doing so.  The sources of support should be used to direct our future research on the 

subject.  There is a great deal to be learned by doing so, but scholars have not done so 

adequately.  By examining the gaps in literature that attempts to understand the sources 

of support, we can identify what scholars have missed.  In short, we can learn where 

                                            
5
 Children may also associate executive leaders like the president with parental authority figures.  They 

may also be compelled to support political institutions through positive or negative reinforcement.  See 
also Easton (1965, 1975). 
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and how to study support.  Through this process I will suggest a research program 

centered on the discovering and testing the theoretical link between support and 

electoral systems. 

Moving Forward: Where and What We Should Study 

The question that now presents itself is where and how scholars direct their 

research on support.  I will present an argument that the most promising areas of study 

are in countries that have experienced some type of change in regime.  More 

specifically, established democracies that have a long period of consolidated 

democracy, but whose electoral system was changed.  I will offer New Zealand and Italy 

as example of such cases.   

Which Object? 

Research to date on support has taken place in what we might call Western 

developed nations.  Examples of this type of research abound (Anderson et al. 2005; 

Anderson and Guillory 1997; Dalton 2004; Norris 1999).  The study of established 

democracies like the US, France, and England are prime cases for study because of 

their well-established political science communities who have the resources and 

expertise to develop better survey methods and as a result have a rich history from 

which to draw.  But research in these areas presents two problems: the problem of 

socialization and what I call the ―continuity problem‖6. 

As I stated earlier socialization has an impact on the level of support a person has.  

This presents a problem in older regimes because support is usually not in dispute.  

                                            
6
 I name this the ―continuity problem‖ because I point out the difficulty studying support in contexts where 

there has been an absence of wide-spread protest or political change.  If support is to have any value as 
an explanatory variable, it is important to link the variability to political outcomes.  Since democracy and 
its institutions seem to be stable, the ―problem‖ I label is for scholars.  Studying advanced, industrial 
democracies is problematic because of their continuity.   
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Everyone in these regimes learns to give their support through a continuous process of 

socialization7.  This begins in childhood and as parents, schools, peers, and the media 

continually bombard individuals with the hegemonic political values of the society 

without interruption throughout a person‘s life.  By the time an individual becomes an 

adult, they will perhaps view the regime as the only country or government feasible 

(Rose 2008, 6). 

Individuals can give unblinking support to a regime if they have been 
socialized to regard it as the only way in which the country could be 
governed.  It is only half correct to say that these values are what citizens 
want government to do for what people want is often what they have 
learned is normal in their society.  We can explain support for a steady state 
regime as a consequence of the transmission of political values from one 
generation to the next over a century or more.  While the values and norms 
learned early in life may be modified according to their changing 
circumstances, this will not alter the underlying consensus of the regime. 
(Eckstein 1988, 20) 

This is not to say that support does not rise or fall in established democracies.  

But, what remains is the endurance of the political community and the regime.  This is 

what I have labeled the continuity problem. 

Losses in system support, ―in a democratic system might foretell eventual 

revolution, civil war or the loss of democracy.‖ (Dalton 2004, 1)  As I stated earlier, the 

support is a key concept because political scientists believe that it is a requirement for 

system stability.  Simple observation tells us that even in the face of across the board 

declines in support Western democracies continue to chug along.  In fact, none of these 

nations is even close to collapse and almost universally, at least until very recent 

events, there is a lack of widespread public outrage or protest (Booth and Seligson 

                                            
7
 This is not to say that there are not ruptures, but Rose (2008) only deals with socialization as a 

continuous process.  I suppose when ruptures occur, a new process of socialization would begin. 
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2009).  It may be that these countries have reached a level of economic success where 

their citizens are merely comfortable enough to grumble about the political system, but 

not seek major changes.  Recent media hysterics over the governor of Texas‘s 

comment about seccession aside, does any serious scholar actually believe that anger 

over health-care legislation will lead to the Independent State of Texas? 

The instances of declining support without major consequence could lead one to 

justifiably ask, ―what‘s the point?‖ or ―so what?‖  In fact, some scholars have done just 

that.  Adam Przeworski (1986, 50-53) has gone as far as dismissing the value of 

support as a concept.  He declares that the hypothesis, ―political change is due to a lack 

of support‖ is a tautology; if a regime survives it has support, if it does not it is due to a 

lack of support.   

I am not ready to abandon the concept of political support, but I am worried about 

the tendency to study industrialized countries simply because they are rich data 

sources.  Doing so is similar to dropping your keys in a darkened area of your porch, 

only to walk across the street and look for them under a street lamp because that is 

where the light is (Booth and Seligson 2009).  Scholars should accept the fact that 

some industrialized nations have practiced democracy for centuries (Przewoski 1986) 

and many for close to 50 years (Markoff 1995).  These countries are also among the 

most wealthy in the world and are, as research has shown, so far above the minimum 

conditions for what democracy needs to develop that they are simple not at serious risk 

of breaking down (Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin 1999; Seligson 1987). 

The solution appears clear, examine countries where democracy is new and very 

well could break down.  Some examples would be post-communist states, African 
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nations, and in Latin America.  These are places where, ―democratic tradition is more 

recent, economic conditions are far less favorable, and civil wars, insurrection, guerrilla 

warfare, and military coups have all played a role in recent history.‖ (Booth and Seligson 

2009, 222)  The trouble with this type of research, to use my earlier metaphor, the keys 

are still in the dark.  In other words, the scientifically conducted surveys done in these 

areas are fraught with issues related to reliability, validity, and quality (Seligson 2005).  

The surveys that have been deemed reliable are either held in propriety by senior 

scholars or have required a massive grant-fueled effort8. 

Where does this leave scholars who want to study support?  My suggestion is that 

we merely change the objects on which we would like to focus.  It is absolutely correct 

to say that the likelihood of an established democracy like the United States or England 

either falling apart into separate political communities or abandoning their democracies 

for kingdoms are remote.  But, the study of support‘s effects need not rely on such 

drastic examples.  There are ways in which democracies, even established 

democracies, might change their political regimes that does not require a wholesale 

abandoning of democracy.  Much of Przeworski‘s critique is based on the idea that 

losses of support will cause democracies to collapse, but other changes are certainly 

much more feasible.  A much more likely result is a country going through some kind of 

intra-regime change. 

I suggest examining countries that have changed particular parts of their regime 

institutions.  This could include the emergence of a third or fourth party in a traditionally 

two-party system, wholesale changes to a constitutional order, or the scrapping of an 

                                            
8
 See Rose (2007) and Booth and Seligon (2009) 
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electoral system for replacement with another.  These would be considered changes 

within a political regime rather than between political regimes.  I contend that in 

established democratic systems, inter-regime change is much more likely.  Przeworski 

and the other scholars I mentioned are perhaps setting the bar too high when evaluating 

the usefulness of variables measuring support.  Countries need not abandon their 

political systems as a result of a loss of support, and they certainly do not require large 

scale secession either.  Moving forward, I believe there is ample reason to study the 

effects that electoral systems have on support. 

Electoral System Change and Support 

Electoral systems are an interesting object of study for several reasons.  The first 

is that there is already a substantial body of literature on the political effects that 

different electoral systems can have.  The second is there are cases of electoral system 

change in several established democratic regimes that present researchers with a 

laboratory-type setting for which to study support.  In these cases of electoral system 

change it is possible to look at how support (or a lack thereof) precipitated the change 

and the extent to which the change itself had on supportive attitudes.   

In the preceding paragraph I mentioned that there is a substantial body of 

literature that studies the effects of electoral systems on a host of political variables.  It 

has been long understood that electoral systems define the context in which citizens 

participate in elections and help to condition their behavior (Duverger 1954).  Numerous 

studies have found that there are systematic differences in election results due to 

different electoral rules.  Some of these differences include the number of political 

parties, the success and failure of certain kinds of parties and candidates, the level of 

participation, the types of policies that are enacted, the level of electoral volatility, and 
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other political effects (Lijphart 1984, 1994; Powell 1980; Rae 1971; Riker 1976).  What 

is also interesting is that scholars of electoral systems have theorized that different 

electoral systems have an impact on the quality of policy and that different electoral 

systems produce different types of process.  These are two crucial sources of support 

according to the literature that I cited early.  It is not surprising then that some scholars 

have begun to examine the role that electoral systems play in differing levels of system 

support. 

The studies that are most often cited in this respect are Anderson and Guillory 

(1997) and Anderson (1998).  These studies have moved the research program linking 

electoral systems to support in admirable ways.  While they are praiseworthy, the 

studies themselves are lacking in several respects.  Anderson and Guillory (1997) 

examine the relationship between majoritarian and consensual (Lijphart‘s 1984 

typology) and the level of satisfaction with democracy with democracy between winners 

and losers in different European nations.  The primary problem with this study is that it 

is done almost with a complete lack of theorizing.  What is the link between certain 

types of constitutional orders and support?  In their study, this question is surprisingly 

left unanswered.  The second problem has to do with where the study takes place.  The 

cases are Western European nations, which suffer from both the problems of 

socialization and continuity.  A later study done by these authors (Anderson et al. 2005, 

123) corrects the problem of theorizing, but limiting the theory to the difference of 

support between winners and losers while stating specifically they are not making any 

claims between system support and overall levels of support.  This is the important 

question I wish to tackle. 
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One study that indeed does make the claim that certain systems lead to higher 

levels of support is Anderson‘s (1998) work on new democracies.  His study seemingly 

corrects some of the problems that I have pointed out.  Namely he includes in his study 

post-communist democracies and he attempts to make a theoretical link between 

electoral systems and overall levels of support.  He theorizes (1998, 575) 

Logically, the establishment of electoral procedures and institutions 
precedes the measurement of support for the system, this assumes a chain 
of causality running from institutions, party performance, and party system 
performance, on the one hand and satisfaction with democracy on the other 
(a measure of support)… Based on this research electoral rules should 
result in particular kinds of party and party-system performance, which in 
turn should affect citizen satisfaction with democratic governance. 

He then draws a model representing this idea: Electoral System → Party/Party 

System Performance → Support for Government.  This theorizing represented a step 

forward but not a sufficient one in my estimation.  I will detail in Chapter 2 a model that 

more accurately reflects a multi-faceted relationship between electoral systems and 

support.  Does he mean that the process is better under certain electoral systems, or 

that they produce better policies?  It is not clearly stated, so the theory needs 

improvement.  Put simply I believe that Anderson is missing a few steps and 

understanding the gulf between the two variables requires a much more rigorous 

examination. 

There is another profound problem with Anderson‘s work that I believe calls his 

results into question.  Anderson attempts to draw correlations between aggregated 

scores of satisfaction with democracy with levels of proportionality in those countries.  In 

other words, he has system level independent variables (proportionality, effective 

number of political parties) so he aggregates his dependent variable (satisfaction with 

democracy).  The trouble with this is that you are not able to draw conclusions about the 
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individual level effects of electoral systems from aggregated national attitudes.  Since 

this is exactly the method that Anderson uses, the ecological fallacy9 constantly hangs 

over his work.  It is also a strange choice to use national level data to study satisfaction 

with democracy, which is an individual level measure.  To truly understand the 

relationship between satisfaction with democracy (or trust) an individual level approach 

is necessary. 

I have identified two problems with the existing work on electoral systems and 

support.  They are the reliance on established democracies and the lack of 

comprehensive theorizing.  I will explain in the Chapter 2 what I believe to be the most 

accurate description of the relationship between electoral system and support.  To 

correct the problems of examining the established democracies, I suggest a study of 

two countries that have changed their electoral systems: New Zealand and Italy. 

These countries make interesting cases for several reasons.  The problems with 

studying advanced industrial democracies, as I have mentioned, has to do with 

socialization.  So, ideally researchers would look for cases with, as James Madison 

mentioned, have a ―want of precedents‖.  This is a fancy way of saying that we are 

looking for cases without a history to fall back on or no history from which to draw for 

lessons.   

New Zealand and Italy present the interesting opportunity to study developed 

countries that both have a want of precedents and a rich history of data from which to 

tap.  New Zealand, for example, had an uninterrupted period of 100 years during which 

                                            
9
 The ecological fallacy is an error in the interpretation of statistics.  It occurs when inferences about the 

nature of individuals are drawn from aggregate statistics collected for the group to which those individuals 
belong. This error assumes that all members of a group exhibit characteristics of the group at large 
(Robinson 1950). 
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two political parties dominated.  During this time one party would win a majority of seats 

and govern until the next election.  Then in the period between 1993 and 1996, after the 

reform, they became a multi-party system.  With this multi-party system the voters were 

introduced to the messy process of coalition-building.  New Zealand had a particularly 

confusing and frustrating coalition-negotiation after the election of 1996, which took 

place in secret between National, Labour, and NZ First.  Most citizens expected Labour 

(who won the most seats, but not a governing majority) to be in the coalition, but instead 

a coalition was formed between National and NZ First.  Satisfaction with democracy fell 

to new lows in the country in 1997 (Karp and Banducci 1998).   

Italy also had a difficult time after reform.  The reforms taken here were enacted 

against a backdrop of scandal, as a result of which the predominant party for fifty years 

(Christian Democrats) was no longer part of the party system.  Initially, voters did not 

know how to react and the party system actually fragmented to a greater extent under 

new, supposedly majoritarian rules (Sanchez 2002).  

It could be argued that New Zealand and Italy lost their institutional memories, and 

after reforms were forced to begin creating a new one.  These countries present a 

setting that is fairly close to a laboratory, and no study has taken advantage by 

comparing these two countries in conjunction with one another to determine the affect 

their different electoral systems had on support.  Now that I have established where we 

should study, what remains is to determine how support should be measured. 

Measuring Support 

The preceding sections define support, the objects it is directed toward, what 

impacts support, and why it matters for political science.  What remains is to determine 

an appropriate and effective means to measure support.  In this study, I take a multi-
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faceted approach to measuring support.  I consider popular survey items: trust and 

satisfaction with democracy, which measure support in different ways.  It is my belief 

that the questions related to trust are an accurate measure of specific support, while 

satisfaction with democracy measures an element of support that falls between the two 

types of support Easton theorized (specific and diffuse).  I also use various indicators 

that measure participation like voter turnout and party membership.  The use of these 

variables paints a more complete picture of support in the cases of interest.  There is 

disagreement over the meaning of trust and satisfaction with democracy, so it is best to 

address these issues before moving forward.  This is followed by an explanation of why 

participatory variables also help to capture support. 

Political Trust 

Trust as a political variable has been consistently measured with some form of the 

popular National Elections Study survey item, ―How much to you agree with the 

following statement: those in government can be trusted to do the right thing?‖   There 

were early questions about whether this question measured diffuse or specific support. 

Easton (1965, 1975) and Gamson (1968) imagined that trust was a more durable form 

of diffuse support.  Miller (1974a, 1974b) agreed.  He believed that the Americans‘ 

declining levels of trust in their elected officials signified a loss of diffuse support for 

American institutions, and that the country was at the verge of revolutionary change. 

Citrin (1974) disagreed.  He believed that the trust measures and the responses 

citizens gave were simply indicators of citizen mistrust of specific political leaders 

(specific support) rather than a deep-seated rejection of the country‘s underlying values 

or political institutions (diffuse support).  Responses to the trust survey index may have 

suggested that just because people might say that their government wasted money, 
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thought their government wasted money, was crooked, and didn‘t know what they were 

doing didn‘t mean that they wanted a whole-sale replacement of their constitutional 

order (Citrin 1974, 975). 

Subsequent studies undertaken in European nations have asked about trust in a 

variety of different ways.  Citizens have been questioned about their trust in ‗politicians‘, 

‗MP‘s‘, ‗people running the government‘, ‗officials‘, ‗parties‘, ‗political leaders‘, ‗people in 

government‘, as well as others (Norris 1999, 12)10.  Consistently, these studies have 

shown that trust, in whatever form they are asked, is a measure of specific support 

(Craig 1980, Craig 1993; Craig, Niemi, and Mattei 1991; Craig, Niemi, and Silver 1990; 

Heatherington 2005).  Easton (1975) generally disagreed with this assessment and 

argued that trust was an indicator of diffuse support, and that the survey measures did 

not accurately tap into what he was describing.  Craig (1991) correctly points out that 

this argument is tautological11.  In this study I will agree with the prevailing scholarship 

and treat trust as a measure of specific support. 

This fact need not hinder the use of the trust variable in a study such as mine.  I 

will consider it as a measure of specific support in a given year.  For instance, in New 

Zealand in 1993 a score of trust will be considered a measure of support for particular 

political circumstances in that year.  I will do so while remaining mindful of the political 

context over multiple years.  So, the study of New Zealand will look a trust not just in a 

                                            
10

 For a complete survey see Dalton (2004) and Holmberg (1999) 

11
 The argument that Easton offered is a tautology because he continually declared that trust was a 

measure of diffuse support regardless of the continued efforts to measure trust as such.  Scholars 
attempted repeatedly to measure trust and their finding continually demonstrated a high correlation 
between trust and specific support.  Easton suggested that any study that showed this preceding 
correlation was simply not accurately measuring trust.  His contention that trust was diffuse support 
regardless of the evidence suggested makes it a tautology. 



 

53 

single year but over a 15 year period, which should provide a larger picture on the level 

of more diffuse attitudes of support.  A study of a variable measuring specific support 

over time should give the researcher some hint as to the diffuse attitudes in the country.  

This is wholly consistent with Easton‘s and other scholars‘ theorizing (Craig 1993; 

Easton 1965, 1975).  However, I believe that one measure of trust is not enough, but it 

should be studied in conjunction with another measure of support: satisfaction with 

democracy. 

Satisfaction with Democracy 

Satisfaction with democracy is a good general measure of system support for 

several reasons12.  This survey question measures, ―a running tally that citizens keep on 

the performance of a system,‖ (Kuechler 1999, 280) and refers to the functioning of a 

democracy as a set of norms (Anderson and Guillory 1997, 70).  The most complete 

description of the variable was made by Kuechler who notes that,  

Satisfaction with democracy measures an evaluative rather than a purely 
emotional response, thus it measures neither, diffuse or specific support in 
the Eastonian sense; but rather a form of support not recognized or 
inadequately conceptualized by Easton (1991, 279).   

Kornberg and Clarke‘s work (1992), support this contention.  They find evidence 

that satisfaction with democracy is correlated with both support for the regime and 

incumbent authorities.  In later work Clarke, Dutt, and Kornberg (1993) discover that 

satisfaction with democracy is correlated equally with support for incumbent authorities, 

the regime, and the political community.  Because of this, they consider satisfaction with 

                                            
12

 Many studies have used satisfaction with democracy as a dependent variable.  These include: Clark, 
Dutt, and Kornberg (1993), Fuchs (1993), Harmel and Robertson (1986), Kornberg and Clarke (1994), 
Kuecheler (1986, 1991), and Lockerbie (1993). 
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democracy to be a useful ―summary indicator‖ of general satisfaction with the political 

conditions in a democracy (Clark, Dutt, and Kornberg 1993, 1003).   

This definition, and the overall use of satisfaction with democracy, has come under 

fire by scholars, namely Canache, Mondak, and Seligson (2001).  These scholars 

critique the measure in 4 respects.  First, they believe satisfaction with democracy may 

vary depending on the individual.  For example, men and women might systematically 

view the question differently.  Second, interpretations of the measure might vary across 

nations, making comparison not only problematic but an impossibility.  Third, 

satisfaction with democracy may measure different things at different times.  Finally, the 

constructs of the survey itself may change the constructs tapped by satisfaction with 

democracy (Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 2001, 513-514).  While these concerns 

are appropriate, there are a few reasons I believe that their outright rejection of the 

measure is overstated. 

One of the main reasons that I feel that the authors‘ findings should be softened is 

their reliance on suspect survey data as evidence for their conclusions.  Their research 

uses three separate surveys: a small sample of 222 respondents in Romania, a larger 

survey done in El Salvador, and a comparison of 17 countries surveyed in the Latin 

Barometer (Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 2001, 517-522).  The survey in Romania is 

alarmingly small, which the authors admit (Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 2001, 518), 

so I hesitate to give full credence to their findings.  The Latinbarometer is also a poor 

data source to dismiss satisfaction with democracy as a measure.  I do not have any 

evidence to offer here, other than Seligson‘s own critique of surveys taken in Latin 

America, Africa, and Eastern Europe.  In one of his works, Seligson (2005) declares that 
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scientific surveys in these areas lack reliability, validity, and quality.  The original work 

on satisfaction with democracy, and the use of the Latinbaromter, is published 4 years 

prior to Seligson‘s work, so I can only assume the authors changed their opinions about 

the use of the Latinbarometer after further study.  If not, it would seem to be more than 

hypocritical to use the very surveys you find lacking as evidence for anything.   

The authors themselves admit, ―Ideally we also would have run tests using data 

from advanced industrial democracies.  Unfortunately, the required data are not 

available.  The SWD item has been asked numerous times on the Eurobarometer does 

not include alternative measures of political support.‖ (Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 

2001, 516)  Since their writing in 2001, survey question have been added to the 

Eurobarometer that might offer opportunities to run analysis on these alternative 

measures of support.  These surveys ask respondents the extent to which they feel 

―European‖ or ―Italian‖, ―French‖, or ―German‖.  These are questions that relate to the 

feeling of political community.  Also, Canache, Mondak, and Seligson (2001) use 

confidence in the armed forces, judiciary, congress, and policy as evidence of system 

support.  Comparable questions are available in the Eurobarometer as well.  The 

Eurobarometer also asks questions related to trust in different institutions like the 

European Union, the national parliament in their home country, and institutions like 

political parties.  Further questions ask about the performance of the national 

government in particular policy areas and separate questions ask about the 

performance of the economy.  These measures could be used as examples of 

indicators of support for incumbent authorities. This indicator of incumbent authorities is 

actually lacking in the Latinbarometer data that Canache, Mondak, and Seligson (2001) 
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use to critique satisfaction with democracy.  The only measure the Eurobarometer does 

not ask is the preference for authoritarian government over democracy.  This should not 

be a hindrance to the use of the Eurobarometer, since by the authors‘ own standards 

leaving one object of support out of the analysis does not preclude its use.  To 

summarize, the opportunity to test in advanced, industrial democracies the relationship 

between satisfaction with democracy is there, but as yet not taken advantage of.   

As my final note I would like to echo the words of Kaase, ―there is little point in 

deploring conceptual and operational ambiguities in the wording of questions.  

Whatever the data measure, it is interesting to look at the results in longitudinal 

perspective.‖ (1988, 120)  I believe that the data can be used as a summary variable to 

measure support across multiple dimensions.  This is the finding of Clarke, Dutt, and 

Kornberg who find that satisfaction with democracy is equally correlated with support for 

the system, authorities, and democracy in general.  Even the measure‘s biggest critics 

Canache, Mondak, and Seligson consider this a ―plausible interpretation‖ (2001, 512) 

While I believe that the critiques of Canache, Mondak, and Seligson are overstated, I 

heed some of their warnings.  The potential lack of comparability between countries is a 

warning that all scholars should heed.  For this reason, I use the measure satisfaction 

with democracy in Italy from 1974 to 2005.  This limited context should allay the 

concerns related to comparability.  I also intend to use the measure in conjunction with 

other data on support in order to bolster and improve my findings.  One of these 

measures is trust in the political system (an item I describe earlier), others include: the 

preference for alternatives and participation. 
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Preference for Alternatives 

Support as an explanatory variable has been devalued by authors like Przeworski 

(1986) who say that it is a tautology to suggest that countries who continue as 

democracies (or political communities) have the support from their populations, while 

those that fail do not.  I only have two comments to make about this contention.  The 

first is that system change may not have anything to do with system support.  There are 

certainly international factors to consider.  Countries defeated in war, like Germany and 

Japan, have new political system foisted on them or in the case of Germany, two new 

political communities.  The second criticism I have is that just because an argument is 

simple, does not preclude it from being true.  But, Przeworski‘s critique is well-taken, for 

support to have any discernable value as a variable then declining levels should actually 

mean something. 

Other scholars have taken already begun to address this question.  Theoretically, 

the existence and feasibility of alternatives is necessary for support to have real 

meaning.  Richard Rose makes this claim in several of his works (Rose 2007; Rose and 

Mischler 1996).  He applies Winston Churchill‘s famous proposition that, ―democracy is 

the worst form of government, save all others,‖ (Rose and Mischler 1996, 30) to post-

communist countries.  Rose argues that support for democracy has no meaning in 

contexts where the population has conception of an alternative system.  In other words, 

support for the current system only matters when there is a different system to compare 

it with.  This makes a lot of theoretical sense.  If anyone were going out to search for the 

opinion about a movie, we would not take the word of someone who had seen only one 

movie in their lifetime as a valuable source.  Why would we do the same with a political 

system?  Rose takes this viewpoint and applies it to post communist cases by 
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comparing feelings about their new democracies versus their old authoritarian regimes.  

In Chapter 1, I already state that Western democracies are not a threat to become 

authoritarian, scholars should look to countries that have changed electoral system and 

then look at how citizens evaluate the new system versus the old one. 

New Zealand presents an opportunity to study feelings about different electoral 

systems.  There have been a number of surveys commissioned entitled the New 

Zealand Election Study.  These surveys ask respondents, in the year of the electoral 

reform referendum, whether they voted for a change or not.  Following surveys ask what 

electoral system they would prefer at that time.  By using ―electoral system choice‖ as a 

dependent variable, it is possible to ascertain a progress report for the existing electoral 

system as well as determining what variables are related to a preference to an 

alternative means of elections.  Unfortunately, these types of survey question are not 

available in Italy, so I use a further measure of support: participation. 

Participation 

Political participation, both conventional and unconventional, has been used as 

evidence of both a supportive and unsupportive population.  I describe this literature 

earlier in Chapter 1, so I will not belabor it by repeating.  Generally speaking, 

―supportive citizens engage within the system and strengthen it, while disaffected 

citizens withdraw.‖ (Booth and Seligson 2009, 20) In this study, I concentrate on types 

of participation that indicate supportive attitudes toward the system: voter turnout and 

membership in political parties.  Concerning voter turnout I hold that, ―when most people 

share high legitimacy norms, most citizens would likely engage within institutional 

channels (voting, contacting officials, party activism).  Their behavior thus would tend to 

reinforce the system.‖ (Booth and Seligson 2009, 22-23)  Why do citizens turnout to 
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vote and why is that related to support?  Voter turnout could be explained as support for 

incumbent authorities because of satisfaction with the way of things, or it may be that 

the individual is completely dissatisfied and wants to ―throw the rascals out‖.  Whatever 

the intent, voting in and of itself is a demonstration of support for something.  It could be 

that a citizen wants to affirm their support for a set of ideas or declare rejection of 

others.  Whatever the case, the act of voting demonstrates the active support of a 

certain process of democracy.  Non-voting is evidence that the person is either 

apathetic or does not believe in voting, neither of which indicate support.  I do not make 

claim to know what an ―acceptable‖ level of voter turnout is, may it be 70% or 80% or 

higher.  What I will say is that when voter turnout declines sharply or gradually over 

time, it is an indication that voting, the most basic practice in a democracy has 

diminished in value.  When this happens, it is an indication that supportive attitudes 

have diminished as well. 

Another way to determine if support exists or has declined is to look at party 

membership.  Joining organizations and groups, like voting, is one way to affirm support 

not only for that group but the larger system of democracy as well.  The formation of 

political organizations and groups as a sign of a healthy, active, and supportive 

democratic citizenry is one of the most frequent claims made by political scientists 

(Putnam 1993).  Political party membership is an example of one type of group directly 

tied to existing political systems.  Again, I do not make claims about what ―acceptable‖ 

levels of party membership are.  What I do claim is when party membership declines, 

either rapidly or over time, is evidence of a citizenry that is disengaging from the political 

system and become less supportive. 
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There are four different means that I will approach measuring support: trust, 

satisfaction with democracy, preference for alternatives, and participation.  These 

measures are not perfect by any means, but I believe taken together they provide a 

more complete picture of supportive attitudes in a country.   

Moving Forward:  Linking Electoral Systems and Support 

Chapter 1 summarizes the literature on support and makes a case for re-

examining the relationship between electoral institutions and support in contexts where 

electoral systems have been changed.  I suggest New Zealand and Italy as cases 

because they are countries where this change has taken place.  They are also Western, 

developed nations so this answers Przeworski‘s (1986) critique that the study of support 

is meaningless in contexts where there is no change.  Before moving forward to these 

cases, it is important to discuss the theoretical links between electoral systems and 

support.  I contend in Chapter 1 that these theoretical links have been underspecified.  

Electoral systems do not create support, but they might create the conditions where 

certain policies and processes then lead to support.  The Chapter 2 attempts to add 

precision in this area by drawing a theoretical link between both majoritarian and 

proportional electoral systems, the types of party systems they promote, the policies 

and processes that are more attributed to those systems, and support.   
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CHAPTER 2  
LINKING ELECTORAL SYSTEMS AND SUPPORT 

Introduction 

Chapter 1 deals with the concept of political support: its meaning, the objects it is 

directed toward, the consequences for the varying levels of support and why political 

scientists should care about the variable.  Chapter 2 provides a theoretical link between 

electoral systems and support, using this review of the literature as a guide.  Before 

discussing this link a brief review of the literature on support is necessary.  Support is 

impacted by several factors including policies, process, and institutions.  Support may 

be influenced by policy in the following manner.  Citizens elect representatives (whether 

individuals or parties) on the basis of the types of policies they would like to see 

enacted.  Support is given or taken away based on the extent to which policies are 

enacted and successful.  Process-based approaches to support note that policy is often 

times difficult to understand and that citizens are more likely to react to ―the way things 

are done‖ rather than what is actually accomplished.  Processes like partisanship, the 

parsing of language, corruption, or gridlock are more likely to move citizens than 

policies they may not be aware of or understand.  Any evaluations of the performance of 

elected officials or government in general, whether based on policy or process, are 

made within a particular context.  Because of this, it is theorized that institutions 

themselves can impact support as well.  Explaining the theoretical relationship between 

institutions, types of policies and processes, and the level of support is the main goal of 

Chapter 2.  I argue that scholars should look at the relationships between certain types 

of institutions, namely electoral systems, in particular contexts, in order to more fully 

understand what affects support.       
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The review of the literature on support suggests several ways to move the 

discussion forward.  Support should be discussed in contexts where it ―matters‖.  For 

support to matter it has to be studied where there is a real potential for political change, 

or where political change has actually taken place.  In my view, one of the real 

weaknesses of the literature is that Western, developed nations that have undergone no 

major political changes are the main topics of study.  The study of these countries 

makes some sense, since they are rich data sources, but absent any political change as 

a result of rising or declining levels of support saps the weight of its use as an 

independent variable1.  Part of the problem is that political scientists have come to 

expect political change at too high a level.  It is practically inconceivable that the United 

States, England, or France would abandon democracy for authoritarian governments or 

split up into separate nations.  What is conceivable is that these countries might go 

through some sort of lesser institutional change, like an alteration of their electoral 

systems, as a result of declining levels of support.   These are the types of changes that 

occurred in New Zealand and Italy during the early 1990s and because of this they 

make excellent cases for study.  Before a study of the relationship between electoral 

systems and support can be made, regardless of context, there needs to be an explicit 

theoretical accounting of the theoretical link between electoral systems and support.  

This particular area of theory has relied on untested hypotheses and suppositions rather 

than clear theoretical reasoning.  To summarize, I suggest a research agenda that 

examines how institutions, specifically electoral systems, can impact support both 

positively and negatively in countries that have gone through some kind of institutional 

                                            
1
 This is opposed to developing nations where surveys have demonstrated problems with their 

methodology and reliability (Booth and Seligson 2009). 
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change.  Through this the aim Chapter 2 is to help bring some clarity to the theoretical 

gap between elections and support among the population. 

Electoral systems, or any institutions for that matter, do not cause directly support 

to rise or fall.  Institutions instead provide context.  Political scientists are tasked with the 

job of determining what the theoretical steps are in between.  Unfortunately, there has 

been a real lack of theorizing in this direction.  This is puzzling because there is enough 

theory to develop an inclusive connection between electoral systems and support.  For 

instance, there are studies that contend that particular electoral systems foster produce 

more consensual legislative processes (Baylis 1989; Powell 2000) and better, more 

widely respected policies (Baylis 1989; Lijphart 1999; Lizzeria and Perisco 2001; Powell 

2000; Snyder 1989).  There are also studies that examine the relationship between 

variables that are attached to some measure of support like participation (Blais and 

Dobrzynska 1998; Ladner and Milner 1990; Norris 1997; Powell 1980) or satisfaction 

with democracy and trust (Anderson 1998; Anderson and Guillory 1997; Anderson et al. 

2005; Banducci, Donovan, and Karp 1999).  Policy and process are explanatory 

variables for changing levels of support, thus the natural fit for the study of the 

correlation between electoral systems and support. 

The trouble I have with existing studies on electoral systems is two-fold:  there has 

been a proliferation of research that links electoral systems to a seemingly increasing 

level of variables and outputs and the lack of clear, concise theorizing about what 

electoral systems are responsible for and what they just might provide the context for if 

other, more direct outputs are produced.  Examples of such studies include those that 

link particular electoral systems to levels of corruption in particular countries (Chang and 
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Chu 2006; Chang and Golden 2003; Mainwairing 1991), higher levels of GDP 

(Rogowski and Kayser 2002), as well as higher numbers of minority and women 

candidates (Duverger 1954; Lakeman 1970, 1983; Lijphart 1999; Norris 1985, 1987).  I 

do not suggest that these relationships do not exist, but these studies are evidence of 

the larger second complaint, because often studies like these treat the relationships as 

if they are direct, without understanding and examining the crucial theoretical steps 

between them. 

All institutional rules have direct and indirect effects and scholars that do not 

distinguish between the two do so at their own peril.  Electoral rules are no different.  

They are designed to count votes on Election Day and award seats to the ―winners‖ 

based on their particular rules.  That is their direct or ―proximal‖ effects, while the more 

―distal‖ effects like levels of corruption, GDP, minority and women candidates, or 

support (Rae 1971, 68) are more tenuous and require careful theoretical examination.  

This is the reasoning that is lacking in my estimation.  Take for example the variable 

corruption, which has been presumed to be impacted by the type of electoral system.  

Giovanni Sartori in different works (1976, 1994) describes how proportional electoral 

systems might lead to higher levels of corruption.  He describes a situation of ―polarized 

pluralism‖, where permissive electoral rules (proportional systems) can lead to a 

situation where ideologically incompatible parties all receive seats.  When a situation 

like this occurred, Sartori theorized that the government would have a difficult time 

operating the existing institutions and meeting citizen demands.  If that occurred, then 

elites and individuals might seek extra-legal remedies, like corruption to meet their goals 

(Sartori 1976, 1994).  Scholars have used this reasoning to test the relationship 
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between proportional electoral systems and levels of corruption in countries (Chang and 

Chu 2006; Chang and Golden 2003).   

The trouble I have with this is that there is no real examination of the theoretical 

depth that Sartori suggests.  He suggests a particular case where proportionality leads 

to a particular party system, which is then followed by a specific reaction and a precise 

remedy, in this case corruption.  For Sartori‘s proposition to be correct scholars must 

demonstrate that proportional systems lead to corruption, and all of those theoretical 

links must be in place.  When scholars merely test these theories, they leave out the 

theoretical underpinnings that brought the link between electoral systems and corruption 

together in the first place.  This also prevents examination of alternative theories that 

are equally plausible.  There are alterative plausible explanations for why corruption 

may or may not be as pervasive in a proportional system as well as reasons why 

majoritarian systems might lead to higher levels2.  Without an examination of all the 

links, a positive confirmation does little to add to our theoretical understandings, and a 

negative result does little more.  This lesson should apply to the study of the relationship 

between support and electoral systems as well.  If it is erroneous to say that electoral 

systems lead to more/less corruption, then it is equally incorrect to say that electoral 

systems lead to more/less support.  Electoral systems may help to create conditions 

that foster support, but only through indirect means.  It is the goal of Chapter 2 is to 

                                            
2
 For instance in a majoritarian electoral system: the electoral system reduces the number of political 

parties down to two and these parties maintain holds on political power for a long period of time.  
Members are increasingly re-elected and parliamentary turnover goes down as seats become safer.  
Representatives become patrons, doling out goods to the clients in their districts.  These patron/client 
relationships coupled with the safety in office leads to increasing ties between moneyed interests and the 
political class, leading to higher levels of corruption. 



 

66 

determine what steps are included between electoral systems and support, using the 

literature on support and electoral systems as a guide.  

The literature on electoral systems contains enough theorizing to create a 

theoretical chain between types of electoral systems and differing levels of support.  I 

draw this chain with a constant eye on the variables that impact support: policy and 

process.  The theoretical models drawn use the existing literature on electoral systems, 

especially the work of Maurice Duverger, on the political consequences of different 

electoral systems.  These models will construct paths from both proportional electoral 

systems and majoritarian electoral systems to system support.  The proportional model 

will look familiar to most scholars, since it is the system that most advocate.  I will also 

include a model for how more majoritarian system might lead to higher levels of support.  

Once these models are drawn, I present potential counter-arguments that might 

confound the theoretical models.  Finally, I set the stage for my case studies of New 

Zealand and Italy. 

The Political Consequences of Electoral Systems 

Maurice Duverger inspired much of the work done on electoral systems (1954).  

This work made claims about the relationship between electoral systems and party 

systems3.  Duverger‘s first claim is that, ―the plurality single-ballot rule tends to party 

dualism.‖4 His second claim stated that, ―the double-ballot system and proportional 

                                            
3
 I define party systems as, ―the equilibrium pattern of three of the main electoral activities of political 

parties; coordinating with other like-minded parties or groups; persuading voters of their merits; and 
mobilizing their supporters.  Each of these activities has been used previously to define differences 
between party systems and each is sensitive to electoral law.‖ (Cox 1999, 387) 

4
 Later named Duverger‘s Law by Riker (1982, 1986). 
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representation tends to multipartism.‖5 (Duverger 1954, 1972, 1986) Although Duverger 

originally claimed that these propositions occurred with law-like regularity, he weakened 

these claims in subsequent work, admitting that the relationship was merely probabilistic 

in nature (Duverger 1986).  These two simple statements ultimately spawned a host of 

literature dedicated to reformulating Duverger‘s work6.  Eventually that work would lead 

to drawing connections between different electoral systems and differing levels of 

system support. 

Duverger used a set of simple examples to demonstrate his law and hypothesis.  

He considered a single-member plurality district7 in which 100,000 moderate voters 

were opposed by 80,000 communist voters.  Duverger reasoned that if the 100,000 

moderate voters were split into two parties (with one having the support of at least 

20,000 voters) the communist candidate would win the election.  In the following 

election, Duverger reasoned that the two moderate parties would unite.  If they did not, 

the weaker of the two parties would gradually be destroyed through ―under-

representation.‖  Duverger stated that,  

Elections determined by a majority vote on one ballot literally pulverize third 
parties (and would do worse to fourth or fifth parties, if there were any; but 
do not exist for this very reason).  Even when a single-ballot system 
operates with only two parties, the one that wins is favored, and the other 
suffers.  The first one is over-represented—its proportion of seats is smaller 
than its percentage of the votes. (Duverger 1972, 24) 

                                            
5
 This was later named Duverger‘s Hypothesis by Riker (1982, 1986). 

6
 For more information on the research which continued and reformulated Duverger‘s propositions see 

Rae (1971), Riker (1976, 1986), and Lijphart (1984, 1994). 

7
 In this example a single-member district, contains one seat where the candidate or party that receives 

the most votes, wins the seat. 



 

68 

An example of how one party is over-represented against a single alternative party 

in a single-member district system is if a winner in a single-member district receives 

51% of the vote, they will receive 100% of the seats in the district, and conversely the 

party that receives 49% of the vote receives 0% of the seats.  The party that loses that 

election is grossly under-represented.  Duverger called this phenomenon of over and 

under-representation the mechanical effect of the electoral system.  The mechanical 

effect is the mathematical impact the electoral system has on the party system.  This 

effect is direct, depends on electoral rules, and impacts the translation of votes to seats.  

The vote hurdles that single-member districts create for third parties who have limited 

support exemplify this type of effect (Duverger 1954, 1972).  There are also indirect 

impacts of electoral systems.  Duverger labels these, ―psychological effects‖. 

Psychological effects can cause a voter to cast a strategic vote.  Strategic voting is 

when a voter consciously votes for a party or candidate that is not his or her first choice.  

A person may behave this way because of a belief that doing so would insure the best 

possible outcome8 out of a fear of casting a ―wasted vote.‖  This is the psychological 

belief by a voter that a vote for a third party under most circumstances would be wasted.  

Voters may view the third party‘s chances of gaining seats as slim because of a general 

understanding of the disadvantages that third parties face against unfavorable electoral 

rules (Cox 1997; Downs 1954)9. 

In systems of proportional representation (PR), Duverger believed, the influence of 

the electoral system is very different.  List proportional representation differs from 

                                            
8
 An example would be a Nader supporter voting for Al Gore in the 2000 election out of fear of a George 

W. Bush presidency.   

9
 Generally the concept of strategic voting has been confirmed by other scholars including: Bensel and 

Sanders (1979), Cain (1978), Fisher (1973), and Spafford (1973). 
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plurality systems in three respects.  First, instead of voting for an individual, votes are 

cast for a list of candidates10.  Second, electoral districts allocate more than one seat.  

Third, PR distributes the available seats proportionally according to the percentage of 

votes received by each party (this is under pure PR).    

Duverger used another theoretical example to demonstrate this claim.  He 

reasoned that any minority party, no matter how small, could be assured, absent legal 

thresholds, of representation in the legislature under pure PR.  Because of this there 

would be nothing to stop the formation of splinter parties, even if they were only 

separated by slight differences of opinion.  He pictured a legislature where, 

If the conservative party has 6 million votes in the country, corresponding to 
300 seats in parliament, and if it splits into three groups about equal in 
numbers, proportional representation will give each of these about a 
hundred deputies, and the conservative family will have the same strength 
in parliament. (Duverger 1972, 25) 

So, the kinds of barriers and incentives under single-member district systems are 

not present under proportional representation.  For instance, under a single-member 

district system, the conservative parties would perhaps form a coalition, rather than split 

their strength.  Under PR, these barriers would not be there.   

This is how Duverger described the direct impact of proportional and majoritarian 

electoral systems11.  He also had theories about how these mechanical effects would 

have more indirect effects as well.  Almost all of the work linking electoral systems to 

any other variable outside of the direct, mechanical effect (number of parties, types of 

policies enacted, or support for the political structure) rely on theories of what the 

                                            
10

 This is not the case for single-transferable voting systems (STV). 

11
 It should be noted that Duverger also included double-ballots elections along with proportional 

representation as electoral systems that favored multi-partism.   
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psychological or indirect effects cause.  Electoral systems do not directly cause people 

to support their government, but they may create a series of conditions that result from 

a series of indirect effects.  Understanding these indirect effects and how they connect 

together is crucial to drawing a theoretical link between electoral systems and support.  

These ties will be drawn from the particular type of electoral system to the number of 

political parties, to their impacts on the type of governments created their behavior and 

the policies they enact as well as the level of participation among the citizenry.  I will first 

show how all of these variables are connected under proportional systems.  It should be 

said that most scholars believe that proportional systems lead to higher levels of system 

support, so I will begin by developing a theoretical model between increasing levels of 

proportionality and increased levels of system support. 

Linking Proportionality to System Support 

In order to link proportionality and support, it is necessary to look back at Chapter 

1 to determine what influences support.  More specifically, what influences support and 

could those variables conceivably be impacted by electoral systems?  Immediately the 

―individual‖ variables can be eliminated from discussion.  Electoral systems have 

nothing to do with age, income, education, or gender.  But, it is possible that a link can 

be drawn, albeit indirectly, from electoral systems to policy and process.  This section 

details a connection between proportional electoral systems and support by detailing 

the intervening variables including both policy and process.  Then I discuss how policy 

and process variables here are inter-related. 

In the preceding section on the mechanical effects of electoral systems I detail the 

differing mechanical effects of electoral systems.  Since the mechanical effects differ 

under majoritarian and proportional electoral systems, the psychological effects are 
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presumed to be different as well.  Duverger‘s argument is that the pressures against 

voting for a third party do not exist under proportional representation12.  He reasons that 

because votes are translated into seats almost continuously under proportional 

representation, two things would occur.  First, voters would have less of a reason to 

vote strategically; second, parties would have no reason to form pre-election coalitions.  

Because of these two suppositions, he reasoned that the number of political parties 

would be higher under proportional systems. 

This relationship between proportional systems or majoritarian systems (a topic I 

deal with subsequently) and the number of political parties is a very important first-step 

in the theoretical chain leading to support.  Duverger‘s Law proposes that single-

member district systems should produce two-party systems13.  They do so through a 

mechanical effect, which is biased against third-parties and a psychological effect that 

impacts a voter‘s willingness to vote for third parties.  The end result is a specific type of 

electoral system creating a specific type of party system, one that does not and is not 

designed to reflect the voters‘ sincere preferences. 

Duverger contends that proportional systems offer neither the mechanical hurdles 

for third parties, nor the psychological effects for voters.  Since there are fewer barriers, 

the limits on political parties are also reduced, leading to multiparty systems.  Duverger 

                                            
12

 Cox (1997) describes situations where voters under proportional, list systems might vote strategically.  
When there are thresholds for instance, a voter may view a third party‘s chances as reaching the 
threshold as slim, so they might defect.  This is similar to the voting behavior under single-member 
districts where voters vote for a least-worst alternative rather than cast a sincere vote. 

13
 This production is only at the district level, at the national level or in the aggregate the party system 

may include more than one party.  There are a number of reasons why this might occur.  For example, a 
country could have parties with significant regional strength that allowed them to compete in particular 
districts and win seats (Sartori 1986).  Generally speaking, within those types of districts there still are 
only two viable parties.  So, Duverger‘s Law may appear to be a fallacy when only examining the national 
level, in actuality at the district level, it is still performing well. 
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calls this the ―multiplying effect‖ of proportional systems (Duverger 1954).  This notion 

has been challenged by other scholars (Lijphart 1984; Taagepera and Shugart 1993) 

but Duverger‘s central point remains important because it suggests that there is an 

opportunity for more voices to be allowed into the political system.  The result is 

presumably a more accurate reflection of voters‘ desires (a point that I return to in a 

moment), but for Duverger and Lijphart this meant more political parties.  

Arend Lijphart‘s (1984) reformulation of Duverger‘s law and hypothesis perhaps 

deals with the number of political parties in a manner more conducive to drawing a 

theoretical model by offering a proposition for the impact of increased proportionality on 

a party system.  He stated, the more ‗permissive‘ an electoral system is, the larger one 

can expect the number of parties to be (Lijphart 1984, 159).  He argued that the number 

of parties would increase from lowest in plurality systems, to somewhat higher in 

majority systems, higher still in semi-proportional systems, and highest under 

proportional representation (Lijphart 1984, 159).   

To summarize what has been stated to this point.  Electoral systems have both 

mechanical and psychological effects.  Proportional systems have more ―permissive‖ 

mechanical effects lessening the psychological effects on voters, leading to increased 

number of political parties.  To spell out this progression, I present several models that 

demonstrate the step-by-step relationship between electoral systems and citizen 

support for government.  These models include all of the intervening variables that I 

believe have been understudied.  The first of these models includes the work of 

Duverger and Lijphart, and explains the relationship between proportionality and the 

number of political parties: 



 

73 

(1) (+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical effects → (-) psychological effects → (+) 
political parties 

 
This model states that that as the proportionality of an electoral system increases, 

the mechanical effects aren‘t as penal, and the resulting psychological effects on voters 

decrease, leading to an increased number of political parties.  This model is a 

representation of both the work of Duverger (1954) and Lijphart (1984). 

However, the model I have drawn to this point has a few more steps that need to 

be added to get from the type of electoral system to citizen support for their 

government.  One of these steps is the impact that electoral systems have on, not only 

the number of political parties, but the type of political parties that exist in the party 

system.  Gary Cox theorized that as the number of political parties increased, so would 

the number of issue dimensions that the party system included (Cox 1997, 1999).  

There is a relatively simple idea behind this theory.  Cox stated what Duverger had 

implied in his earlier work.  Voters were not the only participants subject to the 

psychological effects of electoral systems, but parties were also impacted.  Parties 

recognize when they have a poor chance of gaining seats in a given district and they 

may not choose to contest a seat that they know they have little chance of winning.  

This is known as strategic entry or non-entry (Cox 1997).  If parties feel that they have 

political standing in a country whether ideological or regional, then they will run for 

office.  This affords voters a chance not only to cast their ballot sincerely, but also to 

cast their vote for a party that is closer to their own ideological beliefs.  When the 

electoral system is more permissive, more parties representing a larger ideological 

spectrum have a greater chance at gaining seats.  So, when this idea is included the 

model looks like this: 
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(2) (+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical/psychological effects → (+) political 
parties → (+) ideological representation 

 
This model states that as proportionality increases, the mechanical and 

psychological effects for voters and parties decrease, leading to increased multipartism, 

and as the number of parties increases so do the number of ideologically diverse 

political parties. 

Increased representation is not limited to ideology.  Scholars have theorized and 

demonstrated that proportional systems tend to have increased representation of 

groups including: women, various ethnic groups, or religious factions (Duverger 1954; 

Lakeman 1970, 1984; Lijphart 1999; Norris 1985, 1987).  There are several reasons 

why this might occur and they result for the different psychological effects attributed to 

proportional systems.  Strategic entry/non-entry is not the only psychological impact for 

parties.  Parties also realize, under proportional systems that they need to maximize 

their vote share and one of the strategies for doing so is to increase the number of 

women or minority candidates on their list.  Ethnic or religious parties receive the benefit 

of being able to form and field their own lists under proportional systems rather than 

being subsumed by one of the larger two parties in a majoritarian system. 

For those who favor proportional representation, this type of matching, whether 

ideological or based on identifying characteristics, represents a democratic ideal.  In 

other works, democracy is created to mirror society.  Dahl (1971) asks the question 

―who governs?‖  Proportional advocates answer with, ―as many people as possible‖.  

These scholars (Amy 1993; Lakeman 1984) clearly fall on the side of the delegate in the 

classic Burkian debate concerning whether elected officials should represent their 

citizens‘ views or individual characteristics (delegates) as closely as possible or govern 
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as they see fit (trustees).  As such, PR advocates, it would seem, prefer that electoral 

systems act like a photograph where the population is represented as closely to reality 

as possible.  The root that links proportional electoral systems to support depends on 

this increased representation.  So, I replace another link to the theoretical chain, 

modifying ―ideological representation‖ to just ―representation‖ a term that includes 

ideological, gender, ethnic, or religious differences in a society.  When this is done the 

model looks like so: 

(3) (+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical/psychological effects → (+) political 
parties → (+) representation      

 
This model states that as proportionality increases, the mechanical and 

psychological effects decrease. Without the fear of wasting their ballot, voters feel freer 

to vote sincerely.  When this happens, more political parties, representing a wider cross-

section of the population (both ideologically and demographically), have a chance to be 

elected.  This leads, generally, to higher levels of representation. 

Representation is an important process in the theoretical chain, but pure 

representation is not enough to reach the end of the theoretical chain (support).  Rather 

than start at the beginning of the model, let us think about what might result from a party 

system that has multiple parties that represent a broad, cross-section of the population.  

The activities of a governing coalition are impacted in a number of respects.  Multi-party 

system, most times, have to go through a process of coalition building after the election 

in order to form a government.  This is a much different occurrence than what takes 

place in a majoritarian government that is generally dominated by one of two main 

parties.  Many governments in proportional contexts are made up of several parties.  

When there are multi-party coalitions the parties have to find a way to work out their 
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differences with one another.  The acrimony associated with two-party competition 

where there is an in-party and an out party seeking to replace them is replaced by a 

more consensual, decision-making process (Lijphart 1984; Powell 2000).  Any type of 

decision-making when there are multiple interests involved are going to be more 

considered, done by consensus, and simply take a longer amount of time.  Scholars 

have stated that this slower, more considered process will be more acceptable to a 

larger segment of the population (Baylis 1989).  Just because there are more parties 

representing a broader section of the population winning seats in the legislature does 

not mean that they will be a part of the government.  This does not matter to some 

scholars who believe that as long as more people feel like the process is fair are willing 

to accept the decisions, even if they are contrary to their interests (Katz 1997).  All of 

these procedural considerations might lead to higher levels of support.   

Representation here goes further than just taking a photograph of the population 

and offering them a seat at the table.  ―The essence of the [proportional] vision is that 

the election brings representative agents of all the factions in the society into the policy-

making arena.  These agents then bargain with each other in a flexible and 

accommodative fashion.‖ (Powell 2000, 6) Representation contains two separate, 

though related components: the representation of ideas and groups in societies and the 

weighing of those ideas and interests in an equal and accommodating fashion.  This is 

the proportional ideal of representation, so I keep the model the same, with the added 

dimension of ―representative agents‖.  These processes alone might lead to higher 

support.  Here is a model that represents how those steps might look: 
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(4) (+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical/psychological effects → (+) political 
parties → (+) representation (“representative agents” in decision-
making/coalitions) → (+) support for government. 

 
To summarize, an increase in proportionality leads to a decrease in the 

mechanical and psychological effects and an increase in political parties.  When political 

parties are increased, representation is increased not only in terms of the increased 

number of parties, but the increased number of ―representative agents‖ in the decision-

making process (Powell 2000, 6).  This increased process of ―representation‖ might lead 

to higher levels of support. 

In my estimation, this explanation is a bit dissatisfying.  Citizens are not going to 

be content to watch their elected officials bargain and debate unless they come to policy 

decisions that the public can get behind and actually support.  This means that the 

process of representation has to produce better policies.    

In a democracy the preferences of all citizens, not just an electoral majority 
should be taken into account in the making of policies.  Even if they 
represent the citizen majority positions on all the issues, a majority of 
representatives should not ride roughshod over the preferences (especially 
if intense) of the minority.  The best guarantee that the majority will take 
account of minority preferences is to give the minority some valuable policy-
making power [emphasis added]. (Powell 2000, 6) 

Proportional systems, to be successful, must combine representative processes 

with good policy outcomes.  Quantitative, cross-national research suggests that 

proportional systems do perform better.  These works show that countries that use 

proportional representation have higher gross-national products, lower unemployment, 

lower inflation, policies are more egalitarian, and public goods are distributed more 

efficiently (Baylis 1989; Lijphart 1999; Lizzeria and Perisco 2001; Powell 2000; Snyder 

1989).  The process of representation here is closely connected with policy outcomes.  

A representation of this model looks like this: 
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(5) (+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical/psychological effects → (+) political 
parties → (+) representation (“representative agents” in decision-
making/coalitions) → (+) good policy → (+) support for government. 

 
To summarize, increased representation precedes a more consensual and 

inclusive decision-making process.  This leads to policies that are constructed with a 

broad, cross-section of the population‘s interests in mind, leading to better policies.  

Increased levels of support are a result of these better, more widely accepted policies. 

As we remember from Chapter 1, the literature that deals with the relationship 

between electoral systems and support (and more specifically proportional 

representation and support) has not developed enough rigorous theories in these areas.  

This is not to say that the literature does not hint at or use elements of the models that I 

have drawn, but those have attempted to test the impact proportional representation 

have not laid out a step by step theoretical model that describes all of the links in the 

chain.  That said, there are studies that show that proportional systems have higher 

levels of satisfaction with democracy, fairness, and efficacy (Anderson 1998; Anderson 

et al. 2005; Anderson and Guillory 1997; Banducci, Donovan, and Karp 1999).  While 

these studies are certainly interesting, without developed theories we have not 

broadened our understanding.  It is important to remember that electoral systems do not 

cause support to rise or fall.  They may only create the conditions for increased support 

and it is our job as scholars to understand when those conditions are in place.  This is a 

level of theoretical precision that scholarship has yet to reach. 

I present two separate models linking proportional representation to increased 

feelings of support.  The two models are rooted in the literature concerned with the 

sources of support.  The key explanatory variables in models (4) and (5) are process 
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(representation) and policy.  Model (4) treats process as a separate independent 

variable that explains varying of levels of support by themselves, but I believe that the 

more interesting connection between electoral systems and support is model (5) that 

treats process as an intervening variable.  Governments, whether elected through 

proportional or majoritarian means, have to govern, which means they have to produce 

something (Sartori 1994).  When examining the cases, the relationship between 

process and policy in proportional settings is something I am going to keep a particularly 

close eye on. 

There is another idea that needs examining.  It is a step-forward to specify the 

theory concerning the connection between electoral systems and support, but it does 

add a measure of complexity.  This complexity certainly adds to the difficulty of studying 

this question, but there are other consequences that have to be considered as well.  

Now that there is a theoretical chain, there are more links where the theory might fall 

apart.  Put another way, there are direct consequences of electoral systems, for 

example the mechanical effects.  All other effects can be considered psychological or 

distal effects.  As we move down the theoretical change, the less certain we can be 

about the more distal effects.  For instance, what happens if the increased 

representation does not lead to a more consensual decision-making processes?  What 

if the policies are just lowest-common denominator compromises rather than a reflection 

of every group‘s best ideas?  The next section deals with some of these questions and 

examines where, looking forward, the connection between electoral systems and 

support might be lost. 
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Possible Breaks in the Chain: The Links between PR and Support 

Since I am going to examine my cases studies using the theoretical models, (4) 

and (5) that I have just drawn, it is important to stop for a moment and see where the 

models might break down.  Those who advocate for proportional representation have a 

particular vision for the ways that democracies should work.  They focus on the 

perceived ―fairness‖ that proportional systems favor.  I try to keep these ideals in mind 

when I draw models (4) and (5).  But, it is fair to say that the models I draw paint a 

rather rosy picture and represent how proportional systems ―ought‖ to work if all goes 

well, rather than an accurate picture of how they actually or could work.  These 

actualities might present a much different picture.  Even if proportional systems reach 

the height of ―fairness‖, for example a party winning 15% of the vote receives 15% of 

seats, this does not mean that the rest of what follows is guaranteed.  What happens 

after proportionality is conditional, so several other plausible results are just as likely.  

This section presents some of these other results and how they might be confounding 

for models (4) and (5). 

The model presents a situation where a proportional electoral system delivers a 

―photograph‖ of the population in terms of representation by political parties.  These 

parties then bargain in good faith and create policies that everyone will accept.  But, 

what if the ―photograph‖ analogy is incorrect?  Ferdinand Hermens suggests that under 

PR,  

There is no longer any one group which extends its influence over the entire 
political spectrum.  Parties settle anywhere on the political map, and they 
enter campaigns (as their leaders, in the German case, used to say in the 
days of the Wiemar Republic) – ‗free in all directions‘… PR parties, then do 
not just represent differences as they are.  They escalate them, making it 
harder to find the way to a ‗politics of accommodation‘ when the time comes 
to form a coalition. (Hermens 1984, 22-23) 
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Sartori (1976) disagrees with Duverger (1954, 1984), Hermens (1984), and 

Lijphart (1984) suggesting that proportional systems do not automatically lead to 

increased fragmentation of the party system.  He believes instead that proportional 

systems amount to a ―loss of control‖ over party proliferation (Sartori 1976, 173).  What 

does this ―loss of control‖ lead to? 

There are several mechanical consequences that are liable to follow- 
somewhat like a chain reaction- from the very number of the parties… the 
more the parties, the more the party pattern will belong to the rigid 
ideological non-aggregative variety rather than to the pragmatic brokerage 
variety; the more the parties, the less they can all expect to share 
governmental responsibility, and the more this creates the conditions for 
irresponsibility, and the more this creates the conditions for irresponsible 
opposition; the more the parties, the more the conditions for the politics of 
outbidding and outflanking. (Sartori 1976, 173) 

What these authors present is a very different view of what happens under 

proportional elections.  There is no guarantee that parties are going to get along or 

consider the best interests of the public before making decisions.  The reason this 

happens is that there is no direct control over the government formation following the 

election. 

The separation of the election of parties to the formation of the government is part 

of the proportional ideal.  Powell (2000) details the ―messiness‖ of elections and 

suggests that it is mere voting is not a good way to determine the consensus position of 

the public.  It is better, in his description, to elect representatives and allow them to 

reason and bargain among themselves to find the appropriate median positions and the 

government to represent them.  As Hermens and Sartori suggest, proportional systems 

do not provide incentives for parties to behave responsibly.  One scholar has offered the 

movie ―Roshomon‖ as an example of how coalitions are formed under proportional 

systems (LaPalombara 1987).  In this movie 5 different individuals witness an event and 
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the entire movie is a retelling of this one event from the varying perspectives of those 5 

individuals.  The 5 individuals have vastly dissimilar recollections of what happened.  

Now consider an election under proportional representation.  There may not be a clear 

coalition following the election and we have already read the claims of scholars who 

make the argument that proportional systems do not necessarily encourage parties to 

behave responsibly.  The government is now in the hands of parties who are 

predisposed to behave irresponsibly, horse-trade, or jockey for position in the 

government.  The government that is formed, like the events in Roshomon, may not be 

reflective of what citizens had in mind when they voted for their parties during the 

election.  So, the election occurs and the ―witnesses‖ are left with different 

interpretations of meaning.  Voters may imagine one government, end up with one that 

they do not want, feel that their voice is not being heard, and the process of 

representation is not met.  Like the proverbial sausage-making process, the building of 

a coalition is neither neat nor tidy and may impact the way a citizen offers support.  This 

calls into serious question the expected behavior under model (4). 

The building of a coalition is not the only process that can be difficult under 

proportional representation.  The actual maintenance of a coalition can be difficult as 

well.  Sartori (1976) and Hermens (1984) have negative views of the type of party 

system that proportional representation allows and the behavior that the parties are 

likely to engage in.  Parties are ―encouraged‖ to not only horse-trade and bargain, but to 

behave irresponsibly, outbid one another, and maintain strict ideology.  These are not 

the behaviors that are conducive to maintaining a stable government coalition.  The 

critics of proportional systems suggest that coalitions are more fragile and stability is a 
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continual problem.  The fear is that proportionality is a natural precursor to chaos like in 

the classically used examples the German Weimar Republic, the Italian First Republic, 

and the French Forth Republic.  In Weimar Germany, a fragmented party system was 

incapable of governing and led to the rise of the Nazi Socialist Party.  Italy did not have 

that type of disaster, but governments fell repeatedly after WWII with a governmental 

―crisis‖ taking place every 11 months.  So, if the processes in the theoretical model (4) 

are a best-case scenario of how proportional systems behave, model (5) which 

emphasizes the policy benefits of proportional representation looks even less and less 

likely. 

Parties run for office not only to gain seats, but to enact the policies that they 

support (Aldrich 1996).  Sartori (1994) states something similar.  He suggests that the 

point of all elections is to elect representatives who are capable of governing.  The 

―negative‖ processes that I have just detailed do not make enacting significant, widely 

accepted policies possible.  If parties are inclined to horse-trade and bargain following 

the election without keeping the intentions of the electors in mind, the government that 

is formed is not truly ―representative‖ of the population.  If the coalition is not 

representative, why should we believe that the policies they enact will be better, more 

widely accepted?  Also, if governments can not hold themselves together then no 

meaningful policy can be passed.  Good policy requires some stability in office, and if 

the electoral system does not provide stability in office, then it can not be connected to 

good policy.  Without processes that involve consensual decision-making and coalition 

formation, then any good policies that are happened upon can not be attributed to the 

electoral system. 
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Considering that point, there is a further point that I would like to make about 

making policy in general.  Any theoretical design, like model (5), can not take into 

account all of the variables that account for policy-making.  The making of policy 

requires a lot of variables, some of which model (5) represents, but a series of others 

that it does not.  Constructing policy requires talented elected officials who are willing to 

experiment, set narrow, partisan interests or ideological preferences aside and support 

policy that is good for the entire country.  Does any sort of electoral system guarantee 

that this will happen?  No institution of democracy can create that kind of assurance.  

Institutions might provide certain conditions, but a degree of agency is also necessary.  

Electoral systems do not create first-rate bureaucracies or excellent elected officials, 

which are very important to policy-making. 

To summarize, there are several events that might confound both models (4) and 

(5).  Proportional representation, according to its critics, does nothing to promote or 

provide consensual decision-making processes or representative governing coalitions.  

In fact, these critics suggest they do the opposite.  Coalition building may require log-

rolling, horse-trading, and political infighting.  Much of this could be done in secret, 

without considering the public‘s view of what the governing coalition should be.  This 

type of bargaining is more likely when parties have real, incompatible ideological 

differences.  If parties are more inclined to behave irresponsibly, governing coalitions 

might be difficult to maintain, making effective policy impossible.  These are not the 

processes that lend themselves to higher levels of support, so perhaps we should take 

some of the more positive distal effects of PR with a grain of salt.  Duverger (1984) 

presents an appropriate critique of proportional representation in his work. 
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By dispensing the voters among numerous independent parties, PR 
prevents the citizens from expressing a clear choice for a governmental 
team.  It transfers this choice to the party leaders.  For instance, after 
legislative elections… several types of majority are possible, most of them 
fragile and divided.  Which one is preferred by the citizens?  It is impossible 
to know this.  Only the new deputies can choose between the different 
potential combinations, with the freedom to make a different choice without 
reference to the voters.  (32) 

Considering this opinion, political scientists should be realistic and ask the 

question, is it likely that political parties will treat each other collegially and openly, while 

quietly accepting roles outside of government even if they feel as though they deserve 

them?  Or are parties likely to fight, trade, and bargain for political power and influence?  

Certainly the second is just as likely, if not more likely than the first under a proportional 

system. 

Much of the literature, save the several I mention, favors proportional 

representation.  There is a theoretical case for majoritarian electoral rules as well, just 

not as forcefully represented.  The potential for models (4) and (5) to fall apart, should 

force the consideration of alternative explanations.  It is for this reason that the work of 

Duverger (1954, 1984) should be reconsidered.  There is real potential that majoritarian 

electoral systems can be successful if the right conditions are met.  The next section 

considers a theory of how support can be raised by reducing the number of political 

parties, manufacturing a majority government cable of passing effective policy 

efficiently, while remaining accountable to the citizenry through annual elections.   

Majoritarian Electoral Systems and Support: An Alternative Model 

The following theoretical models use essentially the same literature that I draw 

upon to construct the proportional model, so I do not belabor repeating the history of 

electoral systems research.  Essentially the model linking majoritarian rules to support 
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work in the opposite direction than the proportional model.  Proportional systems 

minimize the psychological effects that reduce the number of political parties. 

Majoritarian systems, on the other hand, have mechanical effects that punish third 

parties, leading to psychological effects that encourage voters to vote for parties that 

have a reasonable chance of gaining seats.  These circumstances, in many cases, lead 

to 2 party systems14.  A rendition of this model at this point looks like this: 

(6)  (+) Majoritarianism →  (+) mechanical/psychological Effects → (-) number 
of political parties 

 
In the majoritarian model process and policy are inextricably linked.  This is very 

different than the proportional model, where there is a conceivable link between process 

and support, without policy.  In model (4), I propose a situation where support is 

increased through representation.  When all elements in society are represented, it is 

conceivable that more people will support the government even if they disagree with the 

outcomes.  In majoritarian systems, process and policy are inextricably linked, and they 

look similar to what E.E. Schattschneder‘s (1950) model of responsible party 

government.  Schattschneider was part of a consortium of political scientists who were 

attempting to improve the deficiencies in the two-party system in the United States.  

They believed that several elements needed to be in place for a party system to be 

responsible.  These include a two-party system where the two political parties offer the 

public a consequential choice.  The public should expect that their choice will be 

informed based on information provided by the political parties.  When a political party 

wins office the party then implements the program that it promised prior to the election.  

                                            
14

 There are exceptions where a majoritarian rules can still allow for more than 2 effective parties at the 
national level, I discuss these exceptions in the section on the breakdown of the majoritarian model.   
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Finally, in the subsequent election the party in power stands for reelection based on the 

extent to which they enacted their pre-election promises and the degree to which they 

were successful15 (Schattschneider 1950).  This is known as ―vertical accountability‖ 

and differs from the proportional vision in several respects. 

The main process in proportional systems is representation in majoritarian 

systems (like those described by Schattschneider) the key process is accountability.  

Duverger (1984) describes this process of ―accountability‖ and its inextricable link to 

policy outcomes versus the process of ―representation‖ without any explicit connection 

to policy found in proportional systems. 

PR properly expresses the citizens‘ diverse preferences, but it does not 
allow them to choose a concrete set of policies and a team to execute 
them.  In contrast with this representation of opinions, what may be called 
the representation of wills enables the voters to choose those who will lead 
them during the entire life of the legislature.  The citizens cannot govern 
themselves, but the delegation of power may be reduced to one step 
(citizens-government) instead of being stretched out to two steps (citizens-
deputies-government) in which the governing team may be accomplished 
by the voters themselves instead of being left to the deputies. (Duverger 
1984, 32-33) 

In majoritarian systems, the goal of decreasing the number of parties is to have 

one party in control following the election, so that party may form a government.  This 

government enacts policies promised before the elections, and voters judge their 

success or failure accordingly.  Accountability and policy-outcomes go hand-in-hand.  

One authors concurs. 

[In majoritarian systems] the elected officeholders are able to make and 
implement policies.  Responsibility for policy is obvious to everyone.  From 
one perspective, the citizens use elections to choose between prospective 
teams of policymakers.  From another perspective, the citizens use 
elections to reward or punish the incumbents.  (Powell 2000, 5) 

                                            
15

 The opposition party also puts forward an agenda for if they were to be elected to office. 
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Accountability and policymaking are both crucial to the majoritarian model.  The 

ability to vote a government out of office (accountability) is stripped of its meaning 

without alternative policy-making by the out-party.  Is it possible to imagine a situation 

where people offer more support for a system where parties alternate in office, but offer 

no differences in policy?  I do not believe that citizens would.  Because of this, the 

model for majoritarian systems is complete, running from the reduction of parties to the 

creation of governments who are judged on coherent policy agendas.  A representation 

of this model looks like this: 

(7) (+) Majoritarianism → (+) Mechanical/Psychological Effects → (-) number of 
political parties → (+) accountability → coherent policy → (+) support for 
government. 

 
This model states as majoritarian tendencies increase, the mechanical and 

psychological effects that are biased toward third parties increase as well.  This leads to 

a decrease in the number of parties and the election of a government that is 

accountable to the voters.  These governments produce the policies that they were 

elected to pursue and are judged accordingly.  When governments are successful in 

those policy pursuits, support among the population goes up. 

Like proportional systems, there are several places where this model could break 

down.  The next section details where this might happen.  To foreshadow, in the quest 

to manufacture a majority, parties might be able to form a government with a very low 

amount of electoral support.  For example, total control of the government can be 

achieved with 40% of the vote.  Majoritarian systems may also be confounded by a third 

party that has regional strength, turning a two-party system into a three-party system.  

Also, just because governments are elected does not guarantee that they will follow 
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their pre-election promises.  Finally, alternation in government does not necessarily 

mean a change in policy direction.  All of these could have a potential drag on support. 

Possible Breaks in the Chain: The Link between Majoritarian Systems and 
Support 

Most scholars today do not advocate for majoritarian electoral systems.  There is a 

host of reasons why this is the case.  The main reason is that majority governments are 

created out of pluralities, not majorities.  In New Zealand, one of the countries I examine 

in this study, rarely did the single-party government that was formed with a majority of 

seats win a majority of all votes cast.  For example, in 1984 the fourth Labour 

Government was formed with 59% of seats after winning only 43% of the aggregate 

vote (Nagel 1994)16.  Because of this, some scholars have advocating calling these 

types of systems pluralitarian (Nagel 1994; Shugart and Wattenberg 2001).  The fact 

that governments are formed out of pluralities, not majorities, is problematic for several 

reasons.  Main among these is the under-representation of interests, parties, and 

demographic segments of the electorate. 

One of the main reasons has to do with the plural nature of these systems.  When 

governments are formed with less than a majority of votes, there is necessarily a 

majority that wants something other than what that government offered before the 

election.  Take the example of New Zealand I cite in the previous paragraph.  The 

Labour government formed after the election only received 43% of the vote, but had a 

majority of seats in parliament.  This means that there were actually more New 

Zealanders who wanted something other than what the Labour party was offering. 

                                            
16

 This is only one of the more extreme examples, but it was routine for the winning party to receive a 
plurality of votes, while winning a majority of seats (Bale and Roberts 2002). 
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This is the main problem with majoritarian systems.  They treat majority interests 

like minority interests.  In search of a governing majority, large numbers of citizens and 

opinions can be ignored.  Those who seek to have their voices heard by voting for an 

alternative also run the risk of having their votes wasted. 

Most of the presumed ills of the FPP system can be summarized by stating 
that it fails to take account of the voters‘ preferences.  Many voters do not 
even have their first preferences taken into account.  Those in 
constituencies where their candidate wins, waste that fraction of the total 
vote for the candidate (and thus the same fraction of each elector‘s vote) 
that is in excess of the total needed to win the seat.  Those in 
constituencies where their candidate loses waste all of their vote – it is 
irrelevant to the final outcome f the election (in terms of the allocation of 
seats).  In any one constituency, the number of effective votes may be 
relatively small. (Johnson 1984, 63) 

Majoritarian systems simply deny representation to a variety of interests.  Johnson 

(1984) argues that many voter preferences are ignored or marginalized, but there are 

other ways that interests are underrepresented.  The above point that I make is that 

majoritiarian systems turn majority interests into minority interests.  There is also the 

problem of representing true minority interests.  Take a third party with a national basis 

for support that reaches 20%.  This party is going to be seriously disadvantaged under 

majoritarian rules.  This is not merely a hypothetical, it has been a persistent issue in 

Britain, when the Liberal/Social Democratic alliance (now merely the Social Democrats) 

rose in the early 1980s.  In the 1983 election, this alliance polled 26% of the total vote, 

but only won twenty-three seats, a mere 3.5% of the total.  The Labour party in the 

same election, received only 2% more of the total vote, but a full nine times the number 

of seats (Lakeman 1984, 43).  Another issue with majoritarian systems is the problems 

that can be created by smaller, regional parties that are able to gain significant 

representation like in Canada or England.  Elections where regional parties gain 
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significant support lead to a similar situation where the government could be elected 

with a majority in parliament with much less than 50% of the vote.  Duverger‘s Law does 

not apply to the aggregate, but that its effects are apparent at the district level (Duverger 

1954; Sartori 1986; Taagapera and Shugart 1993).  The question is, how can any 

system justify denying representation in such a manner? 

A third problem with majoritarian systems is the under-representation of minorities 

and women.  Proportional systems have to maximize the number of votes, so they 

actively seek out women and minorities to fill out their lists.  Also, parties that solely 

represent a minority group have a lower threshold to win seats, so are encouraged by 

the rules to run for office.  All of this adds up to higher levels of women, minorities, 

religious, and ethnic groups represented under proportional representation (Duverger 

1954; Lakeman 1970, 1984; Lijphart 1999; Norris 1985, 1987).  Majoritarian systems 

simply do not offer the same kinds of opportunities.  The goal of these systems is to 

manufacture majorities, not represent everyone so the groups I name are not 

represented at the same level.  These are the problems associated with majoritarian 

systems in terms of how they represent the country as a whole, but there are additional 

problems with how those governments then pursue a package of policies. 

One of the presumed benefits of majoritarian systems and one of the justifications 

for over-representing one of two main political parties is the effectiveness that 

governments can pursue their package of policies in an efficient manner.  The above 

arguments should highlight the problematic nature of such assumptions.  When a 

government is elected with less than 50% of the vote, this means that there is not a 

majority mandate in the country for the policies they want to pursue.  In fact, their policy 
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agenda has been implicitly rejected by a majority of the country.  The only alternative 

voters are left with in this type of system is to vote for the alternative.  But, this raises 

another question.  Do majoritarian systems guarantee that parties will be accountable? 

Accountability requires that parties offer different policy agendas from one another 

and that if elected the government then pursue that policy agenda.  Parties are then 

judged based on their success or failure and are rewarded or replaced depending on 

their actions.  This is the ideal situation in a majoritarian system, but it does not 

necessarily have to come to fruition.  Alternation in governments does not guarantee 

that parties will pursue policies that are appreciably different than their counterparts.  

This has been a main complaint of third-party candidates in the United States.  George 

Wallace famously declared that there was not, ―a dime‘s worth of difference‖ between 

the Republicans and Democrats, while Ralph Nader labeled George W. Bush and Al 

Gore, ―Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum‖.  The point here is that parties may be 

reflections of one another, with no real difference in policy programs or agendas.  When 

this is the case, replacing one party for another does not represent a real change is 

policy direction, it becomes for of a cosmetic switch between two relatively similar 

alternatives.  There is also the real possibility that a party could promise a series of 

policies or a policy direction then change and set an alternative policy course when 

elected.  This is a danger in majoritarian systems where winners are granted control of 

the governing institutions.  For accountability to exist parties must heed their electoral 

mandates and there is not guarantee that they will once in office.  Even when parties 

present a platform to the voters and are elected, pursuing real policy change is not 

guaranteed under majoritarian systems. 
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One of the reasons that real policy change is hard under majoritarian elections is 

the nature of the elections.  Since parties that are elected with a plurality not a majority, 

pursuing a major policy change might create real discord in the country.  Significant 

changes in policy direction (implementation of national health care, the elimination of 

farm subsides, or tax increases for example) requires consensus and majoritarian 

systems do not promote consensus at all.  In majoritarian systems, ―[there is] the 

tendency to think in terms of party warfare rather than of government in the interests of 

the whole nation.  That again is encouraged by the majority system of election.  In each 

constituency, only one candidate can win; he must strive to ‗kill‘ his opponent.‖ 

(Lakeman 1984, 49) Majoritarian elections are a zero-sum game in this respect.  This 

can create an adversarial situation where partisan bickering is more important than 

consensus building and compromise.  For the out party in the legislature, the goal 

becomes winning a majority of seats and taking over the government.  This means that 

there is little incentive to help the government pursue its policy agenda. 

I have laid out potential models that link majoritarian and proportional systems to 

support and the potential pitfalls that each of these systems has that could confound 

those expectations.  To summarize, proportional systems seek to increase the amount 

of ideological representation in the decision-making processes of the legislature.  They 

do so by offering a variety of interests the chance for representation through 

proportional elections.  Governments operate by consensus and pass a policy agenda 

that is widely accepted by the population leading to higher levels of support.  

Majoritarian systems seek accountability and efficiency by creating pressure on voters 

to choose between one of two large political parties.  The winning party is 
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disproportionally represented and given control of the government, where they are free 

to pass their policy agenda.  Voters hold parties and governments accountable for their 

actions and elect or remove them from office based on their successes or failures.  

Accountable, effective government leads to higher levels of support. 

Both systems have potential pitfalls, or breaks in the chain between the election 

and support.  Proportional systems do not necessarily guarantee that parties will get 

along or make decisions by consensus.  In fact, there might be more incentive for the 

parties to horse-trade, logroll, or bargain rather than make decisions with the overall 

good of the country in mind.  There is also a lack of accountability in these systems.  

The election occurs then parties form a government.  That government may or may not 

be what the electorate pictured when they were voting.  When parties are engaged in a 

constant process of bargaining and negotiation, the stability of the system is at risk.  If 

governments can not hold themselves together or are made up of pieces based on 

political convenience rather than true policy or ideological consensus, there is difficulty 

passing a coherent set of policies.  When both process and policy suffer, we should not 

expect high levels of support among the population. 

Majoritarian systems do not necessarily lead to higher levels of support among the 

population either.  One reason is that majoritarian systems elect governments through 

pluralities, not majorities of the vote.  It is not at all uncommon for a winning party in a 

majoritarian system to win a majority of seats with only 38% to 45% of the vote (Shugart 

and Wattenberg 2001).  Under this type of system many interests, parties, and 

minorities and women are often shut out of the system.  The trade-off is that 

governments are supposed to be able to pass effective policies while remaining 
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accountable to the population.  There are a number of reasons why this might not 

happen.  There is no guarantee that an elected government will follow the policy agenda 

that they lay out prior to the election, or that the out-party will pursue an appreciably 

different set of policies.  Due to the plural nature of the elections, even when 

governments win control, their policy agenda has been rejected by a majority of the 

voters.  Finally, the zero-sum nature of majoritarian elections can lead to bitter infighting 

and partisanship among the parties in the system.  If these elements manifest 

themselves, it is difficult to see how majoritarian systems garner support. 

These problems with majoritarian and proportional systems have led some 

scholars to label them as ―extreme… [and] contain within themselves the preexisting 

conditions that generate reformist pressures.‖ (Shugart 2001, 27).  It is very rare that a 

country would eschew a proportional or majoritarian system for its ―extreme‖ alternative.  

More countries are turning to mixed-member electoral systems to, ‖have their cake and 

eat it too‖ (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 1).  These systems, ―offer a direct role in 

choosing an elected representative for their localities, but also provide for some element 

of proportional representation.‖ (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 1)  There are 

differences and variation in mixed-member systems in terms of whether the proportional 

or majoritarian elements are more or less prominently featured.  A brief review of these 

differences of is important to this study, because New Zealand and Italy, the cases I 

have selected, are two countries that chose to trade their ―extreme‖ systems for a more 

mixed alternative.  I believe the models, drawn from literature on proportional and 

majoritarian systems are still appropriate to study New Zealand and Italy because of the 

directional nature of the respective changes and the way my models are written.  This is 
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a point I return to when discussing why I believe New Zealand and Italy make good 

cases for study.  First, I engage in a brief discussion of the different types of mixed-

members systems and the potential confounding elements they present to existing 

electoral system theory. 

The Best of Both Worlds?  The Mixed-Member Alternative 

Much of Chapter 2 has been dedicated to drawing a link between increased 

proportionality and support as well as increased majoritarianism and support.  The 

theoretical bases of these links are derived from literature on electoral systems that 

concentrate on the historical alternatives:  proportional and majoritarian electoral 

systems.  Since the early 1990s, more than 30 countries have chosen an alternative to 

these two choices, preferring instead a mixed electoral system.  These systems 

combine some form of a single-member district tier with proportional representation in a 

second tier (Hainmueller and Kern 2008, 213).  This section surveys the different types 

of mixed systems and discusses what potential confounding impacts that these types of 

electoral systems can have.   

Defining and Surveying the Types of Mixed-Member Electoral Systems 

Mixed-member electoral systems are based on mixed principles of representation.  

That is, these systems employ some form of proportionality and majoritarianism at the 

same time.  Shugart and Wattenberg (2001) classify mixed-member systems as a type 

of multiple-tier electoral systems.  Multiple-tier systems allocate seats in two or more 

overlapping sets of districts where each voter casts one or more vote that are used to 

assign seats in more than one tier (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 10).  Mixed-member 

systems include one tier that distributes seats nominally, while the other tier allots seats 

by lists.  The difference between the two tiers is based on the type of vote cast by the 
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citizen and how it is used to assign seats.  Under nominal voting, voters cast a ballot for 

a candidate by name and seats are awarded to those candidates based on the number 

of votes they receive.  List votes are collected and allocated among several candidates 

placed on a list determined prior to the election by some kind of political party, 

organization, or coalition (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 10-11).  Generally, in a mixed-

member electoral system a voter is provided the opportunity to cast separate votes in 

each tier17.  The nominal vote and the list vote may be cast by voters and allocate seats 

in a number of different ways. 

The nominal vote is usually cast in a single-member district (SMD).  Within SMD‘s, 

seats are most often allocated through a plurality vote, although some systems use run-

off elections18.  Electoral formulas in nominal tiers are usually majoritarian, although 

there are examples of countries that use the single-nontransferable vote (SNTV)19.  

Systems that use SNTV are not the norm and most scholars define a nominal tier as 

using SMD‘s and majoritarian formulas (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001).  Mixed systems 

also contain a list vote, a tier that overlaps the nominal tier.  Nearly all list systems use a 

form of PR, although there are cases where the list tier is either totally or partially 

majoritarian20.  Closed lists are the primary choice for list tiers that use PR.  In this type 

                                            
17

 There are cases, like in the Italian Senate from 1994 to 2005, where a voter only casts a nominal vote. 

18
 Run-offs are where a second-round of elections between the top two vote-getters are held if no 

candidate wins a majority of votes in the first round.  Albania, Georgia, Hungary, and Lithuania have all 
used this type of election in their nominal tier (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 11). 

19
 Examples include Taiwan and elections in Japan‘s upper house (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001). 

20
 Forms of PR include d‘Hondt or largest remainders, see Lijphart (1984) for a complete survey of PR 

systems.  Countries that use complete majoritarian system in their list tier are the US electoral college, 
while countries that use a partial form of majoritarian lists include the former systems of Mexico and South 
Korea and the current systems of Chad and Cameroon (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 12). 
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of list, parties, not voters, determine the order of party representatives21.  There are 

alternatives to the closed list, some systems order their lists on the basis of which 

candidates are the ―best losers‖ in the nominal tier from which they are nominated 

(Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 12).  Best-loser systems do not have an actual 

candidate list in the list tier.  Instead, parties nominate candidates in the nominal tier.  

After determining the winning candidate from the nominal tier, the seats that a party 

may obtain from the list are taken from its pool of nominated candidates who were not 

able to win their district.  Best-loser systems actually use the nominal tier as nominating 

districts for their list tier.  Seats are then allocated to parties in a multi-seat district, but 

are awarded to candidates within the parties based on the success they had in their 

respective nominating districts (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 12-13)22.  In terms of 

voter choice, the best-loser systems are the same as a closed list since voters do not 

have the opportunity to determine the order of the list.  Best-loser systems do provide 

incentives for candidates to maximize their popularity within their districts, even in 

districts were their likelihood of winning is small, because the most popular candidates 

will be placed on the list tier ahead of their less popular co-partisans.   

These are examples of some of the variation that exists between nominal and list 

tiers and how those tiers allocate seats to parties or candidates.  Mixed systems do 

combine some form of majoritarian and proportional principles in the same electoral 

system, but they also tend to favor either proportionality or majoritarianism in their 

overall impact.  Based on this, scholars have identified two main subtypes of mixed 

                                            
21

 There is no reason that list tiers could not include open lists where voters are allowed a preference vote 
among candidates on the list, but there are not current examples of countries where this takes place.   

22
 Variations of the best-loser have been used by Mexico (1964-1976), the Italian Senate (1994-2001), 

and in Japan‘s lower house (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 12). 
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systems: mixed-member majoritiarian (MMM) and mixed-member proportional (MMP) 

(Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 13).  The main difference between the two subtypes is 

whether there is a connection between the nominal and list tiers in the electoral system.  

If there is no link between the tiers, than the typical majoritiarian enhancement that the 

largest party receives in the nominal tier is not going to be impacted by the proportional 

allotment from the list tier.  In these MMM systems the largest parties retain their 

advantage, which is a key feature of majoritarian systems in general.  MMP systems 

instead make the list-PR tier a priority, so large parties either do not receive 

augmentation in overall seat allotment or a smaller one than they would under MMM.   

Linkage can happen in a number of different ways.  Some systems have no 

linkage whatsoever.  For systems that have nominal/list linkage, one way is for votes to 

be transferred from the nominal tier to the list tier.  Another way is for the number of list 

seats a party wins is in someway based on the number of nominal seats it wins.  Those 

systems with no linkage are perhaps the easiest to explain.  Here the parties seats are 

not adjusted at all based on the votes cast or seats won in the nominal tier.  A party 

takes whatever seats it wins in the nominal tier and adds that to the number it wins in 

the list tier to reach its overall total.  These are clear-cut examples of MMM systems.   

MMP systems and some MMM system have some form of linkage between the 

nominal and list tiers either through seats or votes.  If seats are linked, the number of 

seats a party wins in the nominal tier directly impacts the number of seats that party is 

able to win in the list tier.  These systems apply a formula to the two tiers, either in 

regional sub-districts or through an entire jurisdiction, which establishes a party‘s total 

seat allotment.  The list seats are the apportioned to bring that party‘s seats up to that 
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total (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 14).  Examples of these are compensatory type 

systems.  Here, a party wins a percentage of seats nationally that is determined by a 

PR formula.  The party reaches its entitlement of seats by claming the seats it won in 

the single-member districts and supplements them with the number of candidates off 

the list that is necessary to acquire its overall entitlement.  The German and New 

Zealand elections use this type of MMP.  If it is the votes (rather than seats) that are 

linked, then votes for the party list are not the sole determinant of how list-seats are 

allocated.  Here votes are adjusted by the shift of votes from the nominal tier (Shugart 

and Wattenberg 2001, 15).  This linkage may use a positive or negative transfer of 

votes.  For example, in Hungary the votes of candidates who lose SMD races in the 

nominal tier are added to the parties‘ list totals.  In Italy, on the other hand, the nominal 

votes for winning candidates are subtracted from the parties‘ total list vote23.   

There are three different linkages between list and nominal tiers: no linkage or 

separate list and nominal tiers, seat linkages between nominal and list tiers, or a 

linkage, whether positive or negative, between votes cast in the nominal and list tiers.  

Shugart and Wattenberg (2001) classify different types of mixed systems based on 

these 3 types.  MMM systems have no linkage between the list and nominal tiers.  MMP 

systems have some sort of seat linkage between the two tiers.  Finally, these scholars 

identify those systems with a vote linkage between tiers as MMM with a partial 

compensation (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 15).  These are broadly defined sub-

types, but any country that adopts a mixed-member system has a significant number of 

                                            
23

 Italy‘s mechanism for subtracting votes is different for both the senate and chamber of deputies (Katz 
2001).  Their system is something that I discuss in a later section and in a Chapter 6 of this work. 
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choices to make at the outset.  It is important to survey some of these choices before 

moving forward with the potential effects of mixed systems. 

If a democratizing country or a country reforming their electoral system chooses to 

adopt a mixed-member system that country has to make a few decisions.  Shugart and 

Wattenberg (2001) label several different important variables that need consideration.  

The linkage between the tiers is identified as the most important variable for determining 

the level of proportionality, because it largely determines whether a system is going to 

be MMM or MMP.  A second important choice is the percentage of seats set aside in 

the list tier.  In MMP systems the number of seats set aside must be an adequate 

percentage of the total to guarantee a high level of proportionality24.  The percentage of 

seats set aside in the list tier is even more important under MMM than under MMP.  

This is because the two tiers are separate and therefore can not rely on any additional 

PR allocation.  A third important consideration is the magnitude of the tier list.  For 

instance, in New Zealand there is a single district nationwide containing 120 seats, 

while in Germany the lists are divided into 16 districts with an average magnitude of 41 

(Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 19).  In MMM systems, the magnitude of the list tiers 

often contain a large, nationwide district as in Russia (225 seats) and South Korea (46 

seats).  Some countries use regional allocation, as in Japan that has parallel PR 

allocation of three-fifths of the whole number of representatives in 11 regional districts 

with a magnitude ranging from 7 to 33 (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 22).  The 

threshold a party needs to acquire seats in the list tier is another consideration in mixed-

                                            
24

 Shugart and Wattenberg (2001) suggest the, ―general rule for MMP: [is] the more disproportional the 
nominal-tier seats allocation is likely to be, the great the share of list-tier seats that needs to be set aside 
if full compensation is desired.‖ (19) 
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systems.  5% of the national vote is the most widely used threshold among countries 

using mixed systems.  A final variable to contemplate is the number of seats and 

formula of the nominal-tier.  Countries, by far, use SMD‘s for their nominal tier.  Among 

those, plurality formula is the most common, although some countries use a form of run-

off if no candidate receives a majority in the first round of balloting (Shugart and 

Wattenberg 2001, 18-24). 

As the previous survey demonstrates, there are a wide range of choices that 

countries can make when adopting mixed electoral rules.  Scholars suggest that these 

systems offer, ―the best of both worlds, [and] electoral system designers can certainly 

choose how much of each world they want.  Mixed-member systems lend themselves to 

myriad variations in their details, but as a class they all offer the combination of both 

majoritarian and proportional principles.‖ (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 24)  While 

mixed-member systems remain a popular choice among electoral systems scholars, 

some have suggested that they are not quite sure why that is the case (Bowler and 

Farrell 2006).  This might be because the research is divided on the political 

consequences of such systems.  Scholars disagree about the impacts of having both 

some form of PR and SMD electoral systems combined in a mixed system.  Some, like 

Shugart and Wattenberg, believe that mixed-systems offer the ―best of both worlds.‖ 

(2001) Still other scholars hold that the combination of PR and SMD transforms the 

effects of each system due to spillover or contamination effects (Cox and Schoppa 

2002; Ferrara, Herron, and Nishikawa 2005; Hainmueller and Kern 2008; Nishikawa 
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and Herron 2001)25.  The potential contamination effects are important to this study for 

several reasons.  

Do Mixed Systems have Contamination Effects? 

Previous sections describe the mechanical and psychological effects associated 

with majoritarian and proportional electoral systems.  This literature suggests that 

electoral rules, through their mechanical effects, shape the psychology of voters and 

parties encouraging them to behave in a strategic manner.  Mixed systems have 

different rules and different mechanical effects, so it is reasonable to expect that there 

will be different psychological effects associated with them as well.  Parties and voters 

maybe encouraged to behave strategically in a number of different ways.  There may be 

no contamination effects, where scholars can treat the SMD and PR segments of the 

electoral system as separate, with no contamination effects.  Another potential effect is 

for the SMD portion of the system to influence the PR portion.  Alternatively, some hold 

that the PR effects might spillover into the SMD section.   

There are scholars who believe that, ―the separate votes cast in the PR and SMD 

portions of the balloting offer scholars an opportunity for ‗controlled comparison‘: mixed 

electoral systems represent a social laboratory in which effects of different types of 

electoral systems can be studied in isolation.‖ (Moser and Scheiner 2004, 576) Mixed 

systems seem to offer these scholars the advantage of testing these different rules, 

while holding constant difficult control variables like culture, political history, or 

socioeconomic development (Moser 1999; Moser 2001; Moser and Scheiner 2005).  

                                            
25

 Contamination is defined as being present, ―at the micro-level, when the behavior of voter, a party, a 
candidate, or a legislator in one tier of the election is demonstrably affected by the institutional rules 
employed in the other tier.  At the aggregate level, contamination is observed when a particular outcome 
produced in one tier (like the number of political parties) is affected by the institutional features of the 
other (Ferrara, Herron, and Nishikawa 2005, 8-9).   
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Ferrara, Herron, and Nishikawa (2005) argue that these beliefs are only correct if the 

two tiers are independent from one another, where each tier of the electoral system 

behaves as expected without being influenced by the other.  This means that the 

mechanical and psychological effects associated with such systems should be readily 

apart in the respective nominal and list tiers.  The SMD tier of the electoral systems 

should produce two-party systems at the district level, with multiparty systems in the PR 

tier.  Psychologically a voter might split their ticket, voting strategically for one of the 

larger parties in the SMD‘s while voting sincerely, for a smaller party in the PR tier.  

Smaller parties might also engage in strategic entry, avoiding SMD‘s where they have 

limited opportunity to win, preferring the more permissive PR tier (Moser and Scheiner 

2005). 

These scholars generally believe in the independence of the tiers in mixed 

electoral systems with a two addendums.  The first is that while the SMD tier of mixed 

systems encourages two-party competition at the district level, spillover from the PR tier 

can help explain why the effective number of parties is greater at the national level than 

at the district level.  The promotion of smaller parties with a geographic concentration as 

viable national parties happens because of the PR tier.  This PR projection, scholars 

claim, is the reason that the two-party competition is evident at the district, but not the 

national level (Moser and Scheiner 2005)26.  A second addendum is that political 

context matters a great deal when discussing the impact of mixed systems (and 

electoral systems in general).  The most distinct variation in the political impacts of 

mixed systems is due to the degree of party institutionalization, rather than the 
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 This is a point that Nishikawa and Herron (2001) disagree with, suggesting instead that there is indeed 
district level contamination in the SMD‘s due to PR. 
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differences in electoral institutions themselves (Moser and Scheiner 2005).  This is 

especially true in post-communist democracies, where institutions consistently produced 

unexpected consequences, in contrast to the products of more consolidated 

democracies with highly institutionalized party systems (Moser 1999, 2001).  Post-

communist states, like Russia and the Ukraine, experienced high levels of party 

fragmentation in the SMD tiers.  Scholars that hold there are minimal contamination 

effects from mixed systems believe that the low level of party institutionalization is to 

blame for these effects.  ―The fact that SMD contests with more established parties 

constrained the number of electoral competitors at the district level… suggests that 

contagion from the combination of PR and SMD rules was not the primary cause for the 

fragmentation.‖ (Moser and Scheiner 2005, 598)  The belief that there are no, or limited, 

contamination effects in mixed member systems is not universally held.  Others argue 

that contamination effects can be apparent in two main ways:  The SMD tiers 

contaminating the PR tier or the PR tier contaminating the SMD tier. 

The belief that the presence of SMD‘s can contaminate the electoral dynamics in 

the PR tier is a minority view among scholars who study such effects.  Duverger (1986) 

hypothesized, based on evidence from Germany‘s mixed-member system, 

hypothesized that the two-party competition typical of the SMD tier would create, 

―pressure toward a two-party system.‖ (72) This push toward two-parties would persist 

despite the existence of a more permissive proportional tier.  Still other scholars believe 

the opposite.  Cox and Schoppa (2002) argue that the tendency to two-party 

competition in SMD‘s is subdued in the mixed systems of Germany, Italy, and Japan.  

They theorize this is the case because small parties have an incentive to run candidates 
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in districts nation-wide to increase their chances in the PR tier, ―in order to give their 

party a human face that they can use to boost the party‘s vote total.‖ (1031) These 

findings are supported by works from Nishikawa and Herron (2001) and Ferrara, 

Herron, and Nishikawa (2005).  Nishikawa and Herron note that the number of parties in 

the SMD tiers of Japan and Russia‘s mixed systems are higher than those of pure SMD 

systems.  Ferrara, Herron, and Nishikawa find similar results after examining a larger 

number of mixed-member systems.  These scholars believe that, ―due to contamination, 

the validity of predictions based on traditional interpretations of Duverger‘s Law and 

Hypothesis is questionable.  Consequently, new democracies considering the mixed 

system should recognize that it is not a simple combination of the best features of SMD 

and PR, but a hybrid system with uncertain consequences for the development of 

political parties.‖ (Nishikawa and Herron 2001, 83)   

The existence of contamination effects is by no means universally accepted.  

Hainmuller and Kern (2008) call findings with evidence of contamination effects, 

―intriguing, [but] their interpretation remains ambiguous.‖ (215) These authors point out 

that parties might places candidates in districts where they expect success or because 

they have a degree of organization strength.  If this were true, the positive correlation 

between the presence of district candidates and PR vote shares would be questionable 

(Hainmueller and Kern 2008, 215).  The same authors also point out that estimating 

contamination effects caused by the presence of district candidates is only possible if 

the parties are selective and choose some districts to run in but not others.  In most 

countries, most small parties routinely stand for office in all or almost all districts.  

Identifying treatment effects is impossible without variation in the treatment variable 
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(Hainmueller and Kern 2008, 215).  The overall impression that scholars give about 

mixed-member systems is hazy.  An interesting study by Bowler and Farrell (2006) 

polled electoral system scholars and their data revealed a strong preference for mixed 

systems (especially MMP), but no clear reason why. 

The kinds of things that drive us to prefer these systems are, moreover, not 
well established in the literature.  We can show this is the case of MMP, 
where to the extent that we can actually identify any values associated with 
support for this system, it is not entirely clear how these should fit. For 
instance, one reason for liking MMP is that we value consensus over clear 
differences.  But is consensus a product of MMP?  And if so, how? … 
Another value that drives support for MMP seems to be a dislike of asking 
voters for preference rankings per se and a liking for one representative per 
district.  But these may not be well-established properties of MMP… In 
short, then, the preference for MMP among our sample of experts is 
unmistakable, but the reasons for that preference… are not so clear cut. 
(Bowler and Farrell 2006, 455) 

Since two of the cases I choose to study in this work chose mixed-member 

alternatives, it is important to bear these potential consequences of mixed systems in 

mind.   

Testing the Competing Models: New Zealand and Italy 

New Zealand and Italy make for interesting cases to research for several reasons.  

First, the two countries have a special place in the political science lexicon.  Prior to 

1993, New Zealand had been described as, ―the perfect example of a Westminster-style 

majoritarian government.‖ (Lijpart 1984, 16)  Italy, in almost direct contrast, was 

considered prior to 1993 to be the quintessential proportional system (Lijphart 1984).  

Both countries‘ electoral systems were replete with the kind of problems associated with 

their respective types.  It is generally thought that the inherent problems with the 

systems led to their collapse and there is some truth to those claims.  But, New Zealand 

operated successfully for over 100 years with majoritarian government and Italy for 50 



 

108 

years with a proportional system.  This section details what the problems attributed to 

both of the systems, were how they were able to overcome those problems, and what 

precipitated the changes in the electoral systems. 

New Zealand‘s majoritarian government, adopted in 1854, consisted of a 

unicameral legislature, single-member districts, and a strong two-party system.  New 

Zealand‘s electoral system came with problems of over-representation of the two major 

political parties, Labour and National, and the under-representation of third parties.  

These are the characteristics that led scholars to call it a ―perfect example‖ of a 

majoritarian system.  

The most consistent feature of New Zealand‘s democracy was its over-

representation of the two major political parties, and the under-representation of third 

parties.  Between 1935 and 1993, Labour and National combined to win 1494 of the 

1516 seats, roughly 98.5% of all seats contested (Bale and Roberts 2002, 11).  This 

type of majoritarianism also led, in several instances, to one of the two major parties 

winning majorities with less than a majority share of the national vote.   For example, in 

1978 National received 39.8% of the votes and 55.4% percent of the seats contested.  

National again had minority support in 1981, with 38.8% of the vote share, but 51.1% of 

seats.  Labour had this distinction in 1984, when they won only 43% of votes27 and 60% 

of seats (Vowles 1995, 97).   

New Zealand, historically, also had severely under-represented third parties.  

There were numerous occasions where third parties received significant support, but 

                                            
27

 It should be noted that when I cite percentages of the national vote, I am referring to aggregated 
percentages across multiple single-member districts.  There is no national percentage that had an 
importance other than as a gauge of national attitudes.  When I say importance, I mean that there were 
no built in electoral bonuses for ―winning‖ the most votes, nation-wide. 
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were dramatically under-represented in parliament.  The first push from a third party for 

electoral system change came in 1954 when the Social Credit Party formed and picked 

up 11% of the national vote, but no seats in the parliament (Bale and Roberts 2002, 11).  

As support for National and Labour waned in the 1970s, other third parties would form, 

win support, but no seats in parliament.  The Social Credit Party and the Values Party (a 

forerunner to the Green Party) received varying levels of support throughout the 1970s 

but no seats.  Ironically, the reforms were not initially suggested by third parties, but by 

one of the two major parties (Labour), after National won a majority of seats, with a 

minority of the national vote.  National joined their major party counterpart in 1984, after 

Labour also had a government with a minority of support from the people.  The two 

parties created the Royal Commission on the Electoral System in 1986.  This 

Commission issued a report in the same year that suggested that New Zealand adopt a 

German-style mixed-member system (MMP) to fix the apparent problems of over-and 

under-representation.  Growing voter dissatisfaction throughout the 1980s came to a 

head in 1990, when third parties received 17.7% of the national vote, but only 1% of the 

seats and in 1993 when third parties received 30% of the vote and only 4% of seats 

(Banducci, Donovan, and Karp  1999, 537).  First-past-the post democracy in New 

Zealand ended in 1993, with 85% of the electorate rejecting majoritarianism in a 

referendum. 

Disproportionality is certainly part of the reason that New Zealand changed its 

electoral system, but it is not the whole story.  If disproportionality was the main reason, 

then it would have changed systems a long time before 1993.  At that point, the country 

had been using the same electoral system successfully for 100 years.  It is my 
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contention that New Zealand was able to follow model (7) which details how a 

majoritarian system can actually facilitate support.  Successive parties in government 

increased accountability through processes like the party manifesto, group consultation, 

and a caucus system.  With this accountability came generous social policies that the 

public enjoyed.  After 1984, consecutive Labour governments followed by a National 

government disbanded many of the processes that promoted accountability.  

Exacerbating this was an effort by both parties to dismantle the social safety net that 

citizens relied upon.  Only when this happened did disproportionality become 

problematic and become a major reason for the electoral system change (Mulgan 

1995).  

Italy, as a case for study, is interesting for different reasons.  Any political scientist 

could identify with the following statement, 

The casual observer of Italian politics may be forgiven if he or she judges 
the oft-quoted fact that Italy has had about 58 governments in about as 
many years and the chief problem with Italian politics is government 
instability.  More precisely, Italian governments have lasted an average of 
no more than 11 months in office, a figure without parallel in the established 
democracies of the modern world. (Sanchez 2002, 259) 

Here Italy seems to be a perfect example of what the critics of proportional 

systems warned of.  Giovanni Sartori, in several writings between 1947 and 1992, 

described what he saw as the problems with the Italian party system.  Sartori stressed 

one significant factor above all others, polarization28.  The polarization that existed in 

Italy was described as tri-polar.  The three poles were represented by the extreme right 

(the MSI, Movemento Sociale Italiano, a neo-fascist group), the extreme left 
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 Poles are the political space occupied by a party or group of parties that are closely allied. (Pasquino 
2004, 3) 
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(represented by the Parito Communisto Italiano, PCI), and the center which was 

occupied by the Christian Democrats (DC) (Passquino 2004, 3).   

The tri-polar system in Italy caused Italian democracy to be ―blocked‖.  It was 

blocked because of the ideological distance between the three poles.  Coalitions were 

able to form, but not without the Christian Democrats.  The cause of this was that they 

were positioned ideologically in the center and they were the largest of the political 

parties.  The Neo-fascists and the Communists could only agree on bringing down the 

government, but could never get together to form an alternative government because in 

no system do the extreme left and right join a coalition together against the center. The 

Christian Democrats, as a result, were stuck in a position where they were ―obliged to 

govern.‖  This was because their strength as a pole made them indispensable to 

formation of any an all government coalitions.  Also, they had to prevent either of the 

two extreme parties from entering a coalition out of fear of a regime crisis (Pasquino 

2004, 3). 

Many problems associated with the Italian government occurred as a result of this 

―blocked‖ system.  Prior to 1994, the Christian Democrats had been part of every 

government since the 1940s, which caused a lack of alteration in power.  A lack of 

alteration in power led to several problems, including no turnover in the political class, 

few new public policy ideas, and a hardened relationship between members of 

government and interest groups and therefore increased system corruption (Mershon 

and Pasquino 1997; Sanchez 2002, 261).  Early discussions about changing the 

electoral system began in the 1970s, because of these factors, but actual reform did not 

begin for several reasons. 
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The main reason that parties opposed the reform was because they saw it as 

detrimental to their interests.  To adopt some form of majoritarianism meant that some 

of the smaller political parties would literally have to vote themselves out of existence 

(Sanchez 2002, 261).  The larger parties had their own interests to protect as well.  The 

Italian Communist party was essentially an unelectable party under majoritarian rules 

considering the context of the Cold War, but it did not want to give up its status as an 

opposition party to the government.  The Italian Socialists determined that majoritarian 

reform would force them to relinquish their status as a power broker, and require them 

to give up the benefits of such a position and choose a coalition partner prior to the 

election (Sanchez 2002, 262).  Because of these internal misgivings, scholars have 

suggested that an external shock to the Italian political system was required to 

implement electoral system change. 

Such shocks did occur in the 1990s.  The first of these was the fall of the Berlin 

Wall and the end of the Cold War.  With the end of the East/West conflict, the Italian 

Communist party became a viable electoral party.  As its electoral prospects increased, 

their opposition to reforms declined.  Secondly, there was a large judicial operation 

known as ―mani pulite‖ (clean hands) that showed the extent of the corruption within the 

Italian political system.  This operation was the driving forced behind the destruction of 

the largest political party, the Christian Democrats (Sanchez 2002, 262).  Ultimately, in 

1993, the voters forced a change from the previous highly proportional system to MMM 

through a referendum. 

Again, like New Zealand, Italy was able to overcome these problems through 

processes of representation.  Political parties operated and dominated politics in Italy 
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and were able to ingrain themselves into public life to such an extent that representation 

by parties was part of an individual voter‘s identity.  Governments were unstable, but 

that belied an inherent stability where parties received the same percentages of votes 

election after election, and the governments while fragile, were just a reshuffling of the 

same parts.  Policy was not the ideal, grand bargain policies imagined by the models.  

Rather, policies were micro-clientelistic servicing small constituencies, thereby 

increasing representation.  The changes that occurred had to do with the process of 

representation.  Parties began to lose hold of their control during the 1970s, and the 

clientelistic relationships exploded into outright corruption during the 1980s.  The 

corruption led to a decline in support for the existing party system and caused its 

collapse during the early 1990s.   

Conclusion 

Both New Zealand and Italy chose a mixed-member electoral system as an 

alternative to their ―extreme‖ electoral systems (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001).  While, 

the discussion of mixed-member systems is important to any study that attempts to link 

the products of electoral systems to support, it especially important to mine.  I frame the 

theories as what we might expect from increasing proportionality on the one hand, and 

increasing majoritarianism on the other.  I contend that the outputs of electoral systems 

impact the number of political parties, the type of governments that are formed, the type 

of policies they produce, and as a result the level of support citizens offer.  Mixed 

systems, if their political impacts can be determined, might be a middle-ground between 

complete PR and total majoritarianism.  For instance, in the cases I select, New 

Zealand and Italy adopted different mixed systems to address the different problems 

facing their respective democracies.  New Zealand had a single-house legislature, 
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SMD‘s, and a strong two-party system.  They switched to a MMP system in order to 

increase the level of proportionality to allow more parties into the system in order to 

create coalition governments that would produce more widely-accepted policies, while 

maintaining some of their SMD‘s.  Italy had the opposite, excessive proportionality.  

Their system was flooded with political parties, a blocked political system led by a 

corrupt dominant party, and a government seemingly unable to pass decisive and 

effective policy.  They adopted a system of MMM in order to create a system of bipolar 

competition, reduce the number of political parties, and cohesive governments that 

could pass effective policy while maintaining some type of PR.  I hold that these cases 

are examples of countries moving toward more proportionality or more majoritarian 

systems and are therefore good cases for testing the models I draw.  The potential 

contamination effects of mixed systems are important to keep in mind, because the 

models themselves are drawn from a different literature on pure proportional and 

majoritarian electoral systems.  Considering this, Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 on New 

Zealand and Italy after the change of electoral system will pay additional attention to the 

potentially confounding effects of mixed-systems. 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 detail these changes in both New Zealand and Italy.  

Chapter 3 uses the majoritiarian model to describe how New Zealand was able to make 

majoritiarian government work for close to 100 years.  Chapter 3 also details the 

changes in process and policy that took place during the 1980s and how that led to a 

drop in support among the population preceding the electoral system changes.  Chapter 

4 does the same for Italy and uses the proportional model to describe how Italy was 

able to overcome the problems of their polarized party system and what changed during 
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the 1980s.  These changes led to a loss in support and a change in electoral system as 

well.  Chapters 5 and Chapter 6 discuss the specific changes in electoral systems in 

Italy and New Zealand respectively.  Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 also detail the 

expectations of the changes, the products of the changes, and the resulting impacts on 

support.   
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CHAPTER 3 
THE RISE AND FALL OF MAJORITARIAN GOVERNMENT IN NEW ZEALAND 

Introduction 

In Chapter 2, I draw a model that represents how majoritarian electoral designs 

can lead to higher levels of support among the population.  To summarize, majoritarian 

electoral systems have mechanical effects that penalize third parties.  These 

mechanical effects increase the psychological pressure on voters to steer their votes 

toward one of two major political parties and away from third parties who have little 

chance of winning seats.  The purpose of this, in the majoritarian ideal, is to 

manufacture a majority for one party who would then form a government capable of 

effective action.  Majoritarian systems are not designed to be proportional, so 

representation is not as important.  The key process in this type of system is 

accountability.  Parties run for office based on a series of promises, are elected, and 

then held accountable by the voters based on their actions.  Process and policy are 

inextricably linked in this model with governments promising policy agendas and given 

the ability to act on them through manufactured majorities.  Governments either pass 

those policies or are held accountable and replaced.  If governments keep their 

promises, then citizens reward them with further terms, and support for the system 

rises. 

There are numerous places where this model could break down.  In situations 

where third parties can win seats, like in instances of regional strength (Sartori 1986), 

the winning party is able to form single-party governments with low levels of electoral 

support.  Here the ―majority‖ government actually represents a ―minority‖ viewpoint.  

This might not be problematic in one election, but if this circumstance is continually 
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repeated, majoritarian governments could have difficulty cultivating support.  Another 

related potential setback would be if the process of accountability failed.  It is 

conceivable that alteration in office might not be enough to change the policy directions 

in a country.  If successive governments continued with unpopular policies then 

accountability is lost and support could potentially suffer. 

New Zealand makes an excellent case for study for several reasons.  The country 

is an example of both how majoritarian government can succeed and how it can fail.  

Prior to the 1980s New Zealand was well known for its stable democracy, a solid two-

party system, and high levels of political support in areas like political participation, voter 

turnout, and satisfaction among citizens (Mitchell 1969; Vowles 2002).  The country was 

able to maintain this high level of support by keeping to the model I draw in Chapter 3.  

The majoritarian electoral system, aided by majoritarian constitutional designs, 

continually produced single-party governments.  Parties also maintained unique 

processes of accountability and generous social policies that voters enjoyed.  Support 

was lost beginning in 1984, when the fourth Labour Government reversed decades-old 

processes and began unraveling the social safety net that typified the country‘s 

approach to public policy.  These programs were extremely unpopular, but when Labour 

was replaced by National in 1990, the new government deepened and exacerbated the 

rollback of public spending.  This loss of accountability led to a decline in support and 

provided the context for the change in the electoral system. 

Chapter 3 details these changes to provide evidence for how the models I draw in 

Chapter 2 can work and how the models can fail and is broken down in the following 

manner.  The first section details why New Zealand is an excellent case to test the 
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majoritarian model and describes their constitutional structure.  The rest of Chapter 3 

follows the path of the model and shows how two-party governments were created and 

how those governments were accountable to the citizens. 

New Zealand: A Model of Majoritarian Government 

New Zealand has been called, ―a virtually perfect example of a Westminster1 

model of democracy.‖  (Lijphart, 1984, 16)  The majoritiaran model of democracy 

includes the following facets: 

 The concentration of executive power: one party and bare-majority cabinets 

 Fusion of power and cabinet dominance 

 Unicameralism 

 A two-party system 

 A one-dimensional party system 

 Plural system of elections 

 Unitary and centralized government 

 Unwritten constitution and parliamentary sovereignty  

 Representative democracy 
 

The features of New Zealand‘s democracy do not coincide perfectly with the 

formulations laid out by Lijphart, but they do (with the noted exceptions) include the 

following characteristics.  The first is the concentration of executive power through one-

party and bare-majority cabinets.  From 1935 to 1993, New Zealand politics has been 

dominated by two major political parties: Labour and National.  Between 1935 and 

1993, Labour and National combined to win 1494 of the 1516 seats, roughly 98.5% of 

all seats contested (Bale and Roberts 2002, 11)2.  All cabinets have been made up of 

one of these two main political parties, who have been supported by clear majorities in 

                                            
1
 Lijphart (1984, 5) states that ―the term Westminster model will be used interchangeably with majoritarian 

model to refer to a general model of democracy.‖  I will treat the two interchangeably as well. 

2
 The Social Credit party was able to win a single seat in 1966 and 1978.  The same party claimed two 

seats in 1981. 
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Parliament.  The majority party has been able to boast between 50 and 60% support of 

Parliament (Lijphart 1984, 17).  Secondly, New Zealand cabinets simply dominate 

politics and governing.  Parties are disciplined within parliament and concentrate power 

within the cabinet, and although they rely on the votes of confidence of the members, 

for various reasons (which I will explain) cabinet power in New Zealand is supreme 

(Levine 1979; Lijphart 1984). 

New Zealand‘s government is also unicameral, lacking an upper house since 

1950.  As I mentioned earlier, New Zealand is also a two-party system where, since 

19353, only Labour (1935-1949, 1957-1960, 1972-1975, 1984-1990) and National 

(1949-1957, 1960-1972, 1975-1984, and 1990-1993) formed cabinet governments.  

Like most two-party systems, New Zealand‘s could be considered one-dimensional or a 

centripetal party system.  The country lacks ethnic cleavages (short of a very small 

Maori minority population), and its politics are dominated by a center-right party 

(National) and a center-left party (Labour).  These parties are elected through a series 

of plurality elections.  New Zealand had 95 single-member districts elected through a 

first-past-the-post electoral system until the electoral system change in 1993.  The 

single-member districts have made disproportionality a recurrent feature of New 

Zealand democracy. 

Other features of New Zealand‘s majoritarian government include a centralized 

government.  New Zealand has no federalism to speak of and all major powers rest with 

the national government4.  These powers are enhanced by the fact that New Zealand 

                                            
3
 This lasted until the electoral systems change in 1993. 

4
 The original act in Britain‘s parliament granting a representative Constitution to New Zealand provided 

for 6 provinces that had significant regional powers.  These were abolished in 1875 (Lijphart1984, 19) 
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has no written constitution to speak of.  Its ―unwritten‖ constitution is made up of a 

series of acts dating back to the original Constitutional Act of 1952.  This feature 

essentially grants parliament (and in this case the majority party in parliament) total 

control over all aspects of the country since there are literally no legal hurdles to avoid.  

One scholar went so far as to say that New Zealand could function as an ―elective 

dictatorship.‖ (Mulgan 1992) The final feature, which may seem like a contradiction at 

this point, is the reliance on representative democracy.  New Zealand‘s laws for the 

most part are passed through parliament, although the parliament has made use of the 

referendum over the years to put to the public various issues from liquor laws to 

compulsory military service5. 

It may seem strange to spend several paragraphs on New Zealand‘s constitutional 

order in a manuscript about electoral systems and support.  But, the make-up of New 

Zealand‘s government actually makes it a much purer test of the model that I laid out in 

Chapter 2.  Consider the model here: 

(7) (+) Majoritarianism → (+) Mechanical/Psychological Effects → (-) number of 
political parties → (+) government accountability → coherent policy → (+) 
support for government. 

 
The items which may be thought of as under the rubric of process or procedural 

elements related to support are accountability, efficiency, and stability.  These are 

naturally going to be affected by the constitutional order of a given country.  For 

example, there are a number of constitutional designs that could affect accountability 

like a second House (Senate, House of Lords, Upper Chamber) or a Supreme Court.  I 

                                            
5
 Also, the electoral reform act of 1993 was passed due to a referendum.  The use of referendum is still 

well within majoritarian rules, since it is the parliament that determines when and if it can be used.  There 
is no extra-parliamentary procedure for placing binding-referenda on the ballot without parliament‘s 
approval. 
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like to think that accountability is weakened anytime someone else can be blamed.  

During the policymaking process, when there are two houses, who do you blame when 

things go wrong?  The same can be said of efficiency.  When another step is added to 

the policy-making process it is more difficult, thus less efficient, to get anything passed 

(Tsebelis 1990).  Additional variables like these make efforts to link electoral systems to 

support much more difficult.  New Zealand does not have any extra institutional 

structures to speak of.  They have single-member districts, one house, and no written 

constitution.  They literally have nothing in the way, and that makes for a wonderful case 

to study the theoretical links between electoral systems and support.   

It may seem natural to use New Zealand as a case to study for why majoritarian 

governments fail.  Many scholars have done just that (Aimer and Miller 2002; Renwick 

2010; Siaroff; 2003; Scheiner 2008; Vowles 2000). The facets of New Zealand‘s 

democratic structure which make it an ―elective dictatorship‖ are often used as the 

reasons for why it failed.  This is not all that surprising since there is an obvious 

contradiction between calling a system of government an ―elective dictatorship‖ and a 

representative democracy in consecutive sentences.  The fact that New Zealand so 

over-represents two major political parties would seem to aid those that argue for a 

more proportional model of democracy (like the model I drew in Chapter 2).  But, New 

Zealand did practice the majoritarian model for over 100 years, something must have 

worked.  The paradox between total parliamentary control, over-representation of major 

parties, and representative democracy is not so difficult to fathom if the model that I 

drew is considered. 
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Making Majoritarianism Work in New Zealand 

This section will examine the institutions that made majoritarian electoral systems 

work in New Zealand.  These informal arrangements helped New Zealand (for a time) 

most closely resemble Schattschneider‘s (1950) model of responsible party 

government6.  As a reminder, Schattschneider was part of a consortium of political 

scientists who were attempting to improve the deficiencies in the two-party system in 

the United States.  They believed that several elements needed to be in place for a 

party system to be responsible.  These include a two party system where the two 

political parties offer the public a consequential choice.  The public should expect that 

their choice will be informed based on information provided by the political parties.  

When a political party wins office the party then implements the program that it 

promised prior to the election.  Finally, in the subsequent election the party in power 

stands for reelection based on the extent to which they enacted their pre-election 

promises and the degree to which they were successful7 (Schattschneider 1950).  For a 

period of over 50 years, New Zealand was able to make this model work and practiced 

government that produced something closely resembling the model I drew earlier.  This 

portion will demonstrate how they did so. 

Producing a Two-Party System: Disproportionality 

It is the nature of every democracy that uses single-member plurality elections to 

favor two parties.  This is by design, since, ―electoral laws may create majorities where 

none are created by the voters.‖ (Rae 1971, 75)  New Zealand is a perfect example of 

                                            
6
 Ironically, this party model was designed to improve party performance in the United States, but New 

Zealand‘s institutional structures are more conducive to responsible party government.  They have the 
disciplined two-party system and one house that the United States does not have. 

7
 The opposition party also puts forward an agenda for if they were to be elected to office. 
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this quote.  Between the years 1943 and 1993, New Zealand conducted 18 elections 

and never failed to produce a majority party in parliament8, even though in only three of 

those elections did one party acquire more than 50% of the vote9.  This type of 

arrangement favored the two largest parties, Labour and National, to such an extent 

that between 1935 and 1993, they combined to win 1494 of the 1516 seats.  This is 

roughly 98.5% of all seats contested (Bale and Roberts 2002, 11).  The supremacy of 

the two parties is displayed in Table 3-1. 

The first conclusion that can be drawn from this chart is that the electoral system 

worked.  First-past the post electoral systems are designed to manufacture majorities 

where they might not otherwise exist.  Because of this, Labour and National dominated 

the political landscape in New Zealand for over fifty years, and were the benefactors of 

disproportional results.  The years in which third parties contested elections nation-wide 

resulted in much more disproportional results.  Table 3-1 displays several years where 

the disproportionality eclipses 10% for the winning party.  These include 1954 (11.95%), 

1966 (11.4%), 1975 (15.61%), 1978 (15.63%), 1981 (12.28%), and 199310 (15.4%) in 

favor of majority National governments.  The Labour party was the beneficiary in 1972 

(14.81%), 1984 (15.94%), and 1987 (10.76%).  It should not be surprising that these 

years also coincide with significant efforts by third parties and there seems to be a 

                                            
8
 A majority party in parliament has more than 50% of the total seats and is able to form a single-party 

majority government. 

9
 Since New Zealand had no party vote until 1996, the votes for these parties are aggregate vote totals 

from the single-member districts. 

10
 It should be noted that this is the only year in which there was more than 10% disproportionality for 

both major political parties when the Labour party finished second in seats won, but was the beneficiary 
of 10.85% disproportionality result. 
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correlation between third party success (in terms of %, not necessarily seats) and 

higher levels of disproportionality.  Table 3-2 displays this relationship. 

From 1954-1993, third parties were only able to win nine seats while creating very 

high levels of disproporitonality in several elections.  Model (8) accounts for this 

occurrence because majoritarian electoral systems are designed to systematically over-

represent the two largest parties at the expense of smaller, third parties.  The elections 

in New Zealand created single-party governments consisting of a Prime Minister and 

Ministers from one of the two largest political parties, Labour or National.  From 1960-

1993, either Labour or National accounted for 100% of all cabinet positions, and one 

party maintained a majority in Parliament throughout their 3 year term (Vowles 2002, 

411).  At this point let us consider the first part of the majoritarian model: 

(8) Majoritarianism → (+) Mechanical/Psychological Effects → (-) number of 
political parties → government accountability 

  
New Zealand clearly meets the first two conditions, with more information 

necessary to confirm the third.  The electoral system was clearly disproportional, with 

mechanical effects that punished third parties.   This is evidenced by the ability that 

Labour and National had winning seats to parliament.  This was a design of the 

electoral system and the distortions themselves were not enough to directly cause a 

decline in support. It may have been that, 

Electoral fairness, it may be noted, was not the issue.  New Zealanders, like 
citizens in other Westminster democracies, were generally tolerant of the 
distortions of nationwide party vote to which first-past the post gave rise.  
They were prepared to accept a system which gave a parliamentary party 
which did not have a majority to a majority of the votes, so long as that 
party behaved according to accepted democratic norms. (Mulgan 1995, 83) 

Yet, these distortions were enough, however, to raise sporadic grumblings from 

third parties, like Social Credit, who were persistent challengers to the locked-in major 
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parties.  This alone was not enough to put major reforms on the agenda, until the late 

1970s.  This time period also happens to coincide with two elections where National 

―won‖ the most parliamentary seats with the second highest vote share.  The elections 

of 1978 and 1981 were election that produced ―spurious majorities11‖ (Siaroff 2003) an 

outcome that is in at least in part responsible for electoral system reform.  At this time, 

Labour added to its manifesto a promise to create a Royal Commission to study the 

efficacy of the first-past-the-post electoral system. 

The ―spurious majorities‖ of the 1978 and 1981 election cycle would prove to be a 

watershed moment for electoral reform in New Zealand, since this was the first time 

since 1920 that serious discussion of changing the system was undertaken (Vowles 

1995). But, despite some members of the Labour party‘s protestations12 during these 

two election cycles and the minor policy promises made afterward, first-past the post 

elections continued in New Zealand continued until 1993.  Electoral system reform did 

not really affect the public‘s consciousness until after 1990.  Concern for electoral 

fairness, simply did not motivate the public at large.  When the Royal Commission 

issued its report in 1986, it largely fell on deaf ears.  However, by 1992 New Zealanders 

voted overwhelmingly in favor of changing the electoral system from the then current 

arrangements. 

    Majoritiaran electoral systems are designed to produce disproportional results, 

and New Zealand‘s electoral system did its job, without interruption for 100 years.  This 

is because prior to 1978, New Zealand was able to attain governance that was 

                                            
11

 Katz (2001) used stronger language when he described these types of outcomes ―perverse results‖. 

12
 Geoffrey Palmer was newly elected to Parliament in 1978, and wrote a book called Unbridled Power 

(1979).  In this book Palmer sharply criticized the New Zealand Constitution and advocated that one-third 
of Parliamentary seats be selected by proportional representation (Palmer 1979, 155-157). 
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accountable, efficient, and representative.  In other words, they succeeded in both 

policy and process.  As I stated earlier, elections do not produce support, they can only 

create the conditions for support, because theoretically they are only the first link in the 

chain.  Disproportionality alone is not enough to lose support among the population, 

because there is a trade-off, between less proportional representation, for more 

accountable, stable, and efficient government.  By examining what worked in New 

Zealand (in terms of elections, policy, process, and support), what changed, and the 

extent to which that change led to a different electoral system will help shed light on the 

role that support has on inter-regime change.  The reasons that majoritiarian 

government continued without change and the reasons for why the public mood rapidly 

changed course must be examined. 

The previous section demonstrates that the first several conditions of the 

majoritarian model have been met.  The electoral system created mechanical and 

psychological effects that provided the conditions for stable alteration between one of 

two political parties.  These parties were able to provide all of the Prime Ministers and 

cabinet positions for their full three year terms.  This is not enough evidence to 

demonstrate that these governments were accountable.  Accountability in New Zealand 

was maintained through a series of processes including: use of the manifesto, group 

consultation, and a caucus system.  These processes aided vertical accountability.  The 

next section describes the uses of these processes and is followed by a section that 

describes how the use of those processes led to widely accepted policies. 

Fostering Accountability: Process in New Zealand Prior to 1984 

At first glance, New Zealand‘s constitutional order does not appear to present an 

ideal situation for accountability and the representation of policy demands.  With no 
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written constitution, an electoral system that produces single-party governments and no 

formal restraints on political power once in office, New Zealand governments would 

appear to be free to do whatever they wish.  But, New Zealand political parties followed 

a series of informal institutions that made the process of doing business much more 

accountable, representative, and stable.  These processes contributed to supportive 

attitudes in New Zealand prior to electoral system change in the 1990s. 

Accountability is cited in my models as the key beneficial process of majoritarian 

governments, where a government is either held responsible for its failed policies, or re-

elected based on successful performance.  New Zealand‘s informal arrangements 

helped aid accountability.  One practice that helped to increase accountability was the 

use of extensive and detailed manifestos.  Normally a manifesto, or election policy, is a 

collection of party principles and policy statements that they intend to put into action if 

elected to office.  The individual policies usually cover all areas of government purview, 

including most if not all departments and ministerial positions (Mulgan 1990, 1995).   

Traditionally, in New Zealand, the party policy is drawn up by members of the 

party through committees.  For National it was the Joint Policy Committee, and for 

Labour the Policy Council.  Both parties drew ideas and interest from members of the 

party, whether in government or outside.  Once the party manifesto was agreed upon, 

there was a general understanding that it would command the support of all party 

members, since it provided a basic framework for what the party was and what it stood 

for.   

The party manifesto or election policy is thus a lynchpin of democratic party 
government.  As an electoral mandate, it helps to articulate the choice 
offered to the electorate, providing an obligation on elected government to 
enact the policies they have committed themselves to enact.  At the same 
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time, by placing an obligation on all party members, it reinforces the 
guarantee to the voters that a party in power will keep its commitments 
through a disciplined parliamentary majority. (Mulgan 1990, 13) 

The use of the manifesto was seen as a promise to the voters, a way of keeping 

the government accountable.  The voters were handing over a tremendous amount of 

power to one political party to the other during the election with the understanding that 

the government would carry out what it promised to do. 

This was a commitment that Prime Ministers in New Zealand took very seriously, 

and is perhaps best represented by the actions of Prime Ministers during the 1970s.  

Labour Prime Minister Norman Kirk famously kept a copy of his party‘s manifesto in his 

pocket and frequently checked on his ministers‘ policies to make sure that they were in 

line.  This practice was a nuisance to ministers who saw their policy advice overlooked 

in favor of the, ―bloody red book.‖ (Mulgan 1990, 14)13 Robert Muldoon, who followed 

Kirk as National Prime Minister in 1975, also made a point to follow the explicit promises 

made in his party‘s manifesto.  Muldoon pursued two policies with abandon following 

explicit pledges that his party made in the manifesto.  The first, an assurance to abolish 

Labour‘s contributory superannuation scheme, was deemed unnecessary by the party‘s 

constitutional experts (Palmer 1979).  The second was to continue the ―Think Big‖ Clyde 

Dam project in 1981, although many in the party felt that the economic situation in the 

country was too perilous.  This led to several prominent resignations among members 

                                            
13

 Kirk was especially sensitive to the power of the manifesto and the public mandate because of 
circumstances over the planned 1972 South Africa Springboks Rugby Tour.  Kirk (and shadow Prime 
Minister Robert Muldoon) made no electoral commitments in the mandate, but both promised during the 
campaign not to interfere with the tour.  When Kirk canceled the tour after the election, he received heaps 
of public criticism from the opposition and the public who considered his promise to be a binding 
commitment.  Rugby is the national sport in New Zealand with South Africa and Australia their main rivals.  
Canceling the game would be akin to calling off a World Cup Soccer match between England and 
Germany or canceling the Super Bowl.  Kirk took great lengths to explain this change, and made a point 
never to break an explicit promise made in the manifesto (Mulgan 1990). 
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of parliament from the National party.  But, what it did demonstrate is that, to Muldoon, 

the authority of the voters superseded all else.  The use of the manifesto was not the 

only way in which informal institutional practices fostered accountability, New Zealand 

parties also made use of a caucus system that guaranteed the input of the back-

benches into policy making.   

As I stated earlier, the parliamentary party in power in New Zealand dominated the 

constitutional order.  One of the ways that the party in power kept from becoming an 

elected dictatorship was the nature of the caucus, and the frequent consultation with the 

backbench outside of the government.  New Zealand‘s parliament is small (ranging from 

80-99 over the years) and the parties governed with strict party discipline.  Because of 

these two aspects the governing caucus, which usually numbered from 40-55 members, 

was particularly close-knit.  Backbenchers were routinely in contact with members of the 

government and ministers, whether formally or informally.  Leaders that were successful 

were able to foresee what their colleagues would accept and support.  Generally, 

caucuses functioned according to the values of other important New Zealand 

institutions, rugby and the military, which valued teamwork and loyalty above all else 

(Mulgan 1995). 

The caucus served as a powerful instrument of democratic accountability.  
It provided significant political input for backbenchers who were more in 
touch than ministers with party opinion and with the views of ordinary 
voters.  Caucus thus helped to keep ministers responsive to the public and 
provided a useful antidote to the influence of the bureaucracy. (Mulgan 
1995, 85) 

Routine communication between the back-bench and cabinet was an important 

factor in increasing both accountability and representation.  Another process that 
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increased representation was the expectation that all groups that had a sectional 

concern would be routinely consulted on policy-making.   

After World War II, interest groups became a prominent component of political life 

in New Zealand.  Political parties and successive governments developed a set of 

connections with these sectional interests similar to those in other Western democracies 

(Mulgan 1995; Vowles 1992).  Various interest groups could expect that they would be 

consulted on any particular policy that might affect them directly.  This happened to 

such an extent that some groups were elevated to the stature of ―corporatist‖, in the 

sense that some groups became officially integrated into the state.  For example, 

groups concerned with the industrial sector, like labor groups, were incorporated into 

the national system of conciliation and arbitration.  The producer boards that had 

statutory control over marketing and sales were a result of interests within the 

agriculture sector.  The influence of labor and agriculture can be seen in the influence 

they had over post-war policy.  New Zealand‘s policies like universal health, retirement, 

and unemployment insurance as well as binding arbitration procedures and mandatory 

union membership, reflect the influence of that group.  Agricultural interests were also 

the beneficiaries of favorable policies considering that New Zealand had one of the 

most protected import markets in the world, placing heavy tariffs on imports especially in 

the agriculture sector.  This protection for farmers was coupled with generous subsides 

from the government that protected and supported the agriculture-based export 

economy (Mulgan 1990).  

Majoritiarian systems like New Zealand‘s have been criticized for the way they 

consolidate power in the hands of a single party based on disproportional results.  
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Governments, when elected with a smaller percentage of the population, like there are 

in New Zealand are necessarily not as popular among the citizenry.  When coupled with 

consolidated power, it is easy to see why scholars would criticize these types of 

governments as ―elected dictatorships‖.  But, New Zealand was able to maintain its 

systems based on a series of processes that considered and involved citizens in the 

manners of government.  Through the presentation of a detailed manifesto that 

governments felt obligated to follow, citizens could feel that their elected representatives 

made promises and could be held accountable if they did not.  Accountability was also 

fostered through a caucus system where Members of Parliament in the back-bench 

were in close contact with the government, and could expect to have their opinions 

heard helped to increase representation.  Finally, interest groups were considered in the 

making of policy, and particular interests groups who had a traditional standing, like 

farm and labor, were actually absorbed into the state apparatus.  All of these processes 

helped to make a system, whose rules were perhaps not inclined to good governance, 

more accountable and representative.  

Labour and National governments, prior to 1984, used these processes to good 

effect, but as I state in the majoritarian model, accountability in majoritarian systems 

requires results.  To put another way, parties can communicate with the public as often 

as they like, but unless they deliver policies that the public wants, then they are going to 

lose support.  In New Zealand citizens wanted an activist government and generous 

social policies.  The next section details how Labour and National delivered on those 

policy demands and is followed by a description of how this led to higher support in New 

Zealand. 
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Policy in New Zealand: Pre-1984 

Policy in New Zealand, prior to 1984, played a significant role in the maintenance 

of first-past-the-post electoral system.  Welfare and social policy in New Zealand has a 

long history, dating all the way back to the 19th century.  Besides Germany, New 

Zealand was one of the first countries in the world to enact comprehensive social 

legislation.  For example, women were given the right to vote in 1893.  1894 saw some 

of the first labor-market reforms including mandatory arbitration and a pension program 

that was put in place for the poor.  New Zealand had mandatory secular public 

education all the way back to 1877.  Public hospitals were first constructed in 1846, and 

the Hospital Act of 1885 used taxpayer money to help subsidize health-care for the 

poor.  By the turn of the 20th century a feeling among the general population developed 

that the state should provide, ―cradle to the grave‖ protection from life‘s perils14 (Sautet 

2006, 573).  From the late 19th century to the 1920s, New Zealand was one of the five 

wealthiest countries in the world15.  New Zealand developed this economy on the back 

of an abundance of fertile land, a smaller population, and agricultural exports based on 

a favorable trade relationship with England.  This successful economic performance 

would be the foundation for the extension of the state‘s influence on social welfare 

policies and the overall economy as well. 

In the 1930s New Zealand extended both the welfare state and state controls over 

the economy as a result of the crumbing world economy due to the Great Depression.  

Between 1935 and 1949, the first Labour government enacted a series of micro-

                                            
14

 Additional social policies included a minimum wage policy for families in 1908. 

15
 Measured by gross domestic policy (GDP) per capita (Sautet 2006).   
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economic policies designed to increase the government‘s role in the economy.  These 

policies including farm price guarantees, high levels of industry regulation, and import 

restrictions.  The goal was to create and maintain a high level of economic growth and 

full-employment (McClintock 1998; Silverstone, Bollard, and Lattimore 1996).  The 

social welfare system was expanded in all areas including housing, education, health 

care, and social security, ―as a right, not of privilege,‖ (McClintock 1998, 499) through 

the Social Security Act of 193816.   

The 1950s and ‗60s were a period where the welfare programs were deepened 

and strengthened.  After 1949, despite seemingly rightward leaning inclinations, 

successive National governments took a moderate approach balancing the demands 

between the market and the economy.  Rather than eliminating the welfare and state 

interventionist policies of the previous Labour governments, National instead added to 

or strengthened existing state activities (McClintock 1998).  By the 1970s, the state 

played a major role and had enormous influence on all sectors of the economy including 

output, investment, and employment (Duncan 1996, 393).  During most of the twentieth 

century, 

This economy devoted to the values of security and equality succeeded 
remarkably well.  Aided by preferential access to the British market, rich 
natural resources and a highly literature population, New Zealand generally 
ranked among the world‘s top ten nations in per capita income.  From the 
Second World War up to 1976, involuntary unemployment was virtually 
unknown.  With further advantages of a mild climate, marvelous scenic 
beauty, low population density and a lifestyle centered on outdoor 
recreation, the inhabitants of ‗God‘s Own Country; understandably believe 
that they enjoyed the best quality of life on the globe. (Nagel 1998, 228-
229) 

                                            
16

 For more details on this act see Silverstone. Bollard, and Lattimore (1996, 454). 
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Because of these advantages, the main job of the major two political parties, when 

in government, was to divide the rich economic spoils to their population.  They did so, 

with generous welfare, health insurance, education, and retirement benefits.  Two major 

changes in the world-wide economy would threaten New Zealand‘s comfortable 

position, and the incoming National government of 1978 turned to state intervention to 

solve these difficulties. 

The international community underwent two major changes in the early 1970s.  In 

1972, Britain joined the European Economic Community.  This changed the favorable 

trade relationship that was a cornerstone of New Zealand‘s economic success.  In 1973, 

the first of several oil shocks occurred when OPEC increased the cost of oil significantly 

by reducing the supply of oil put into the world market.  In 1978, the newly installed 

National government pursued a series of policies designed to reduce its balance of 

payments deficit, while at the same time increase New Zealand‘s capacity to produce its 

own energy supply.  The major pillars of this effort were the ―Think Big‖ projects of the 

late 1970s.  Financed largely by massive overseas borrowing these projects were 

designed to exploit New Zealand‘s abundant natural gas reserves (Easton 2001).   

These projects represent, in a way, the approach of New Zealand‘s political class.  

The default reaction to most problems was decisive, if not effective, government action.  

In the 1970s and early 1980s, the government increased income tax rates and 

devaluated the currency several times.  Despite these efforts, inflation remained over 

10% from 1974 to 1982.  Unemployment increased steadily over this time period, but 

growth rates slowed to a standstill.  Between 1974 and 1982, New Zealand‘s per capita 

GDP rose only 0.2% a year, lagging well behind the world-wide average (Nagel 1998, 
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229).  The height of government intervention reached an apex, when the Muldoon 

government enacted wage and price controls in 1982. 

As stated, the normal way of conducting policy in New Zealand had reached a 

turning point by 1984.  At this time the country was suffering from the worst economic 

conditions since the Great Depression, and its active, interventionist governing 

philosophy was being questioned by its economic and political elite.  New Zealand by 

this time had one of the most activist governments in world, which had produced an 

expansive welfare state, and the most controlled economy among democratic countries.  

The incoming Labour party was going to change that in 1984, by radically reshaping the 

role that government had played for the previous 50 years.  In short, they were going to 

drastically reduce the state‘s influence in all aspects of New Zealand‘s life.  This 

decision was a drastic departure from what New Zealanders had come to expect of their 

government in terms of policy, and would be a major reason for the loss of support that 

had been built on the back of 50 years of consistent interventionist policy. 

Policy Changes 

New Zealand, prior to 1984, followed a particular pattern of public policy.  New 

Zealand was governed with certain values that became deeply embedded in the culture 

of politics in New Zealand.  These values included the expected relationship between 

citizens and their government.  To put it briefly, New Zealanders came to expect that the 

role of the state, ―as providing the provision of many services through state-owned 

enterprises, and regulating the private economy through import contols and other 

industrial subsides.‖ (Lamare and Vowles 1996, 326)  The extent to which successive 

Labor and National governments changed these values and reversed these policies 

after the election of 1984 can not be overstated. 
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The economic reforms taken up by the Labor governments of 1984 and 1987 and 

the National government of 1990 were in five areas: tax reforms, labor-market reforms, 

trade reforms, monetary policy reforms, and fiscal reforms (Sautet 2006, 575).  Tax 

policy was changed in 1985 from a progressive income tax to one of the flattest income 

tax rates in the world supplemented by a value-added tax (Darwall 2003).  The top 

marginal income tax rate was cut in half from 66% to 33% between 1985 and 1988 

(Sautet, 576).  A value-added tax called the goods and services tax (GST) of 10% was 

also implemented.  The high regulation of the labor markets was also drastically 

changed from a system that required union membership and made arbitration between 

workers and owners compulsory.  The Employment Contract Act of 1991 eliminated 

both and replaced centralized bargaining with individual bargaining.  It gave employees 

and employers a choice between individual or collective employment contracts and no 

third-party arbiter needed to represent parties in contract or employment disputes 

(Sautet 2006, 577).   

Trade was also dramatically liberalized after 1984 as the Labor government 

abolished policies that promoted exports and reduced tariffs (Challies and Murray 2008, 

236).  One of the most striking examples was the drastic reduction of government 

subsides to industry and agriculture from 16% of government spending to just 4% 

(Darwall 2003, 64).  Farm subsides received the largest cuts which fell from NZ$1.2 

billion in 1983 to NZ$206 million in 1990 (about 670 million to 115 million adjusted US 

exchange rate) (Darwall 2003, 204).  New Zealand is really the only country in the world 

to successfully scrap farm supports.  
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Monetary and fiscal reforms were also undertaken during this period.  In 1989 the 

Reserve Bank Act gave the Reserve Bank of New Zealand independence from the 

control of the government.  Monetary policy in the past could be adjusted to suit 

whatever political problems the government thought it had at the moment.  The 1989 

Act took control of the money supply out of the hands of the politicians with the intention 

of taking a longer view when it came to the monetary health of the country.  The 

Reserve Bank used this independence to drastically reduce interest rates through the 

tightening of the money supply (Sautet 2006, 578).  The Labor government of 1984 also 

started several policies with the goal of changing the fiscal direction of the nation by 

balancing the budget.  This was done through deep cuts in social services like welfare, 

health, and unemployment spending as well as through the privatization of formally 

state-owned enterprises.  The tight control over budgets was highlighted by the 1989 

Public Finance Act.  This law forced government departments to show that spending 

should be increased because cost increases outweigh productivity gains rather than the 

old formula of indexing spending increases (Sautet 2006, 580). 

The Fourth Labour government was summarily dismissed from office during the 

1990 elections, but this did not end the cut-back of the social welfare state.  National, 

rather than softening these policy trends actually exacerbated the roll-backs.  The neo-

liberal policies of the 4th Labour government were dubbed ―Roger-nomics‖ after the 

finance minister Roger Douglas, and the reforms taken under his counterpart in the 

National party Ruth Ricardson became known as ―Ruthanasia‖.  The National Party‘s 

reforms could be seen as complementary to the Labour reforms of the previous 6 years.  

National continued the deep cuts in social spending especially in the areas of housing, 
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health, welfare, and pensions and created new fees for health and education services 

which previously had been free.  National maintained the tax on superannuation, or old 

age pensions, a direct violation of a pre-campaign promise.  They passed the 

Employment Contracts Act in 1991, which stripped unions of compulsory membership 

and their collective bargaining rights.  They did all of this while promising a ―Decent 

Society‖ in their pre-election manifesto (Silverstone, Bollard, and Lattimore 1996).    

These are only some examples of the policies enacted between 1984 and 1993.  

There were in fact literally hundreds of new policies that were designed to drastically 

reshape the relationship between the government, the market, and the people17 and 

New Zealand should not be considered just one of many counties that also enacted 

reforms during this time period.   

Economic restructuring was far more radical in New Zealand than in other 
democracies.  Globally, reforms in a free-market direction were hardly 
unusual in the 1980s.  Besides Thatcherism in Britain and Reaganism in the 
United States, many smaller democracies moved to deregulate, liberalize 
and privatize their economies.  But New Zealand accomplished a more 
extreme change than any other democracy, not only I relation to where it 
started but also with respect to where it ended up. (Nagel 1998, 224) 

Simply put, New Zealand transformed from one of the most highly regulated 

economies in the world to one of the most open in less than 10 years.   

Procedural Change 

New Zealand practiced several informal procedures that helped foster 

accountability and representation and tempered its majoritarian electoral system.  

These processes were the use of the manifesto to increase accountability, and the 

employ of the caucus system and group consultation to foster representation.  The 
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 For a detailed list of laws passed and economic reforms undertaken see Silverstone, Bollard, and 
Lattimore (1996, 24-28) who list over 100 such laws. 
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incoming fourth Labor government of 1984 tossed those traditions aside and the 

National government of 1990 failed to re-implement them.  As a result, those institutions 

which kept New Zealand from becoming an ―elective dictatorship‖ were gone, and faith 

and confidence in the existing system vanished. 

The voters saw the mandate and manifesto as contracts.  The negative reaction 

many New Zealanders had to the economic reforms of the mid to late 1980s was that 

there was no warning or mention of the policies in the Labor government‘s pre-election 

manifesto.  Some saw the party manifesto of 1984 as a deliberate deception, where 

reformers inside the Labor party felt that the public would not support the party if they 

were honest at the outset.  The Labor government‘s manifesto was hazy on economic 

policy and lacked specific proposals.  They did not come out and say that they would 

undertake such a program of reform, but they did not come out and say they would not 

either.  What references they did make were to ―consensus‖, an ―investment strategy‖, 

and ―an active role of government‖ to guarantee an ―active role for government in 

ensuring that investment flows into the areas of economic activity which are of most 

benefit to all New Zealanders.‖  It is not at all surprising that many believed the 

government would continue the interventionist policies of the previous National 

government (Mulgan 1990, 15). 

Fueled largely by contributions from business elites who loved the new economic 

policies and the unwillingness of the National Party to rollback reforms if elected, the 

Labor party was returned to power in 1987.  It is here that they showed true contempt 

for the mandate.  In this election cycle the party did not bother to publish a manifesto 

until two weeks after the election.  This document was a brief booklet rather than the 
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lengthy manuscript that was historically appropriate.  The Labor government did not 

even bother to follow the scant details in the booklet, and broke numerous pre-election 

promises (one was to hold a referendum on electoral reform).  National was swept into 

office in 1990 with a manifesto entitled ―creating a decent society‖ promising to slow the 

fast pace of reform initiated by Labor in the previous six years.  After the election they 

proceeded to make deep cuts in social services including unemployment insurance, 

while New Zealand had their highest levels of joblessness since the Great Depression.  

They also broke an explicit promise to eliminate the unpopular tax on superannuation 

imposed by Labour.   

[These three election cycles] challenged previously existing conventions 
about election policies and manifestos.  Lengthy manifestos, which had 
previously been treated as binding on an elected government in every 
detail, were said to be irrelevant.  A government now claimed to govern as it 
saw fit, regardless of specific election promises, and subject only to the 
ultimate verdict of the voters at the next election. (Mulgan 1990, 17) 

The manifesto was not the only casualty of the fourth Labor government.  They 

also abandoned the caucus system and group consultation that existed previously.  One 

of the Labour Cabinet‘s first decisions was to adopt a rule of cabinet solidarity where all 

ministers supported cabinet decisions.  This eliminated the consultation between the 

cabinet and backbench and was designed to eliminate dissent.  During the Labor 

government of 1984 to 1990 out of a caucus of 56 or 57, 20 were members of the 

cabinet; in addition another 8 held offices (like party whip) who were obligated to vote 

with the ministry.  This meant that a majority of 11 to 14 members of the ministry 

controlled the entire caucus and could pass laws with a very minimum of support in 

parliament (Mulgan 1995; Nagel 1998).   
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Labor also did away with the practice of group consultation.  The market reforms 

undertaken during this period were not a reaction to any sort of demand made by the 

public or interested group.  Many saw the swiftness of reforms as anti-democratic, a 

style that market liberals favored.  Reformers believed (supported by noted economists 

like Mancur Olsen) that interest groups used process of democratic consultation to 

secure benefits for themselves.  When governments followed those narrow interests, 

the thought was that the nation‘s economic health as a whole suffered.  It is not a 

coincidence that governments the business elite pointed to as models were the non-

demcratic regimes of Chile, Hong Kong, and Singapore.  The Labor government took 

the position that they were going to pursue policies regardless of the political opposition 

from groups they normally consulted.  Roger Douglass, the father of the economic 

reforms dubbed ―Rogernomics‖, summarized this feeling succinctly saying, ―the 

Government is responsible and answerable to the nation as a whole; not to particular 

interest groups, or to institutions, or to political parties.‖ (Mulgan 1990, 19) 

All of these processes that aided accountability were changed, but the actions of 

Labour and National hurt accountability in a different manner as well.  Accountability in 

a majoritarian system is about being able to replace a policy-deficient government with 

an alternative who is offering something different.  When National continued the cut-

backs in government spending and protection, they merely continued the policies that 

Labour began.  Voters were left with this alternative: they could vote for the existing 

Labour government or they could vote for a National government who criticized the 

Labor policies of the past.  When National broke their pre-election promises and merely 

accelerated the changes started under the previous government, voters were left with 
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nowhere to turn.  The main process of accountability, which majoritarian systems are 

precipitated, was lost.   

The majoritarian model predicts that increased majoritarianism leads to a two-

party system and the creation of more accountable governments that are able to pass a 

package of policies that the public demands, leading to higher support.  The previous 

three sections deals with how the electoral system led to both policies and process the 

public supported and the changes successive governments took to change both policy 

and process.  I argue that New Zealand‘s processes of accountability: the manifesto, 

group consultation, and the caucus system led to policies that were widely supported by 

New Zealand citizens.  At this point, the next step of the model would be to demonstrate 

that there were higher levels of support.  Unfortunately, measures that indicate support 

prior to 1984 have been, ―episodic and inconsistent‖ (Vowles 2002).  What existing data 

show is a downward trend in supportive behaviors like participation that culminate in 

very low levels of trust and satisfaction in the early 1990s.  This is in line with what I 

describe as a change in policy and process. 

New Zealand: A Picture of Declining Support 

I use a series of indicators to demonstrate that supportive behaviors in New 

Zealand declined over time.  Many of these indicators have to do with the level of 

participation.  Chapter 2 describes how participation is tacit evidence of support.  For 

instance if you join the membership of a political party, you are demonstrating some 

level of support for that positions and performance of that political party, but also a 

commitment to existing democratic practices as well.  When a citizen goes to the polling 

place and votes they may do so out of anger or a feeling that the government is not 

performing well, but they are also affirming a belief in the process of voting, thereby 



 

143 

supporting democratic practices.  Finally, a person may confirm through surveys that 

they support the government or the practice of democracy in their country.  New 

Zealand demonstrated a decline in all of these indicators over time. 

Party Membership 

Party membership is a good indicator of the level of support that the public has for 

the two-party system.  Joining a party and maintaining membership in that party 

demonstrate support for the system.  In Chapter 1, I describe how much of the 

scholarship follows the generally held belief that, ―we tend to support what we 

participate in.‖  The National Party boasted high membership rates in the 1950s and 

1960s.  In 1954 party membership stood at 250,000 a full 51.4% ratio of party 

members/voters.  In 1960, these numbers stood at 246,000 and 44.2% respectively.  

These decades were a high water mark for the party, but from 1972 to 1981, the 

National Party increased its membership in every election-year reporting: 1972 

(150,000), 1975 (196,000), 1978 (200,000), and 1981 (200,000).  National lost 

significant numbers over the next 6 years reporting 133,000 party members in 1984 and 

100,000 in 1987 (Vowles 2002, 416).  This represents staggering decline, representing 

half of the party membership.  The Labour party never maintained the total numbers of 

party members as the National party, but unlike their counterparts they actually 

improved their membership from the highs of the 1960s.  The years 1963 to 1981 saw 

an upward trend in numbers of Labour party members.  In 1963 party members stood at 

13,122, and improved in the years following: 1972 (12,313), 1975 (13,997), 1978 

(45,838), and 1981 (49,837).  Similar to National, Labour saw significant membership 

flight in the ensuing years: 1984 (38, 337), 1987 (19,203), and 1990 (19,203) (Vowles 

2002: 416).  Labour, like National, saw half of their party rolls disappear during the 
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1980s.  Total party membership follows a similar pattern.  While never reaching the 

highs in the 1950s and 1960s18, party membership increased from 1972 to 1981 only to 

decline in the years following.  The rise of party membership and M/E ratios increased 

in the following years: 1972 (164,313/9.3), 1975 (209,997/10.5), 1978 (245,838/11.8), 

1981 (271,837/12.5).  After 1981, party membership and M/E ratios fell in both 1984 

(182,337/8.1) and 1987 (130,701/5.5) (Vowles 2002, 416).  Party membership both 

overall and among the two largest parties were in decline following 1981.  I argue this is 

due to the changes in process and policy that occurred following these years.  When 

accountability and social-welfare policies were in place, party membership was high 

only to drop when they were replaced.  Labour and National also lost their command of 

the vote share over time.  During the 1970s Labour and National commanded and 

average of 69.1% of the total voter.  That number was 67.9% during the 1980s, and fell 

precipitously to 58.25% during the 1990s (Vowles 2002, 416).  While there is some 

evidence of a long-term dealignment, the near 10% drop in mean scores from the 1980s 

to the 1990s provides evidence that something else was a contributing factor outside 

just a long-term trend.  I have held that support fell because of the actions taken to 

undermine accountability taken by successive Labour and National governments when 

they passed a series of policies that the public did not support.  

Turnout 

Another indicator of declining support is the falling levels of voter turnout.  Turnout 

follows party membership in that there was a decline in the early 60s, followed by a rise 

                                            
18

 Total party membership was 280,760 a full 21.9 M/E ratio (% of the total electorate who are party 
members) in 1954 and 279,020 and 20.1 M/E ratio in 1963. 
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throughout the 1970s into the 1980s, only to decline after the Fourth Labour 

government was elected in 1984.  Figure 3-1 displays these results. 

Turnout was 85.5% in 1984 and dropped to 76% in 1990 and 1993 (76.6%).  

There are a few reasons that I believe this is important.  76% and 76.6% represent 

historic lows in turnout where the closest result was 78.6% in 1966.  The turnout % in 

1984 represented almost a 30 year high with 85.5% (Vowles 2002, 416).  The close to 

10 year drop, I believe, has to do with the changes in policy and process in the years 

between 1984 and 1993.  It is not coincidental that a rise in turnout was halted then 

reversed at the same time that the changes in policy and process were taking place.  I 

believe the decline represents an indication of a loss of support for the majoritarian 

system.  Further evidence includes the mean scores per decade that show a dramatic 

decline in turnout during the 1990s.  Mean turnout scores include: 1960s (81.5%), 

1970s (80.7%), 1980s (82.1%), and the 1990s (76.3%) (Vowles 2002, 416).  There is no 

evidence here, unlike the vote percentage scores of the two largest parties, of any long-

term turnout decline.  In fact the 1980s saw the highest mean scores of any decade 

since the 1950s.  The 6% drop in turnout from the ‗80s to the ‗90s is further evidence 

that early 1990s were a turning point in support in New Zealand.  These results are 

displayed in Figure 3-1. 

Survey data in New Zealand was virtually non-existent prior to the 1990s.  The 

only data on supportive attitudes are in the reports of scholars.  These scholars report 

that during the 1960s and ‗70s over 60% of New Zealanders reported satisfaction, 

confidence, and trust in their government, institutions, and elected officials (Lamare 

1991; Lamare and Vowles 1996; Levine and Robinson 1976; Vowles 1994, 104; Vowles 
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2002).  From these reports, I consider 60% to be a high-water mark for support in New 

Zealand.  A brief examination of the 1993 New Zealand Election Study shows that 

support for governing institutions fell across the board.  Trust in Labour and National 

stood at 28% in 1990 and 25% in 1993.  Those who agreed with the statement, ―You 

can trust the government to do what is right most of the time,‖ stood at 30.8%, while 

44.3% disagreed.  59.6% of respondents also felt that their MP‘s were ―out of touch.‖  It 

would be better if there were more available survey data in order to create a complete 

picture of attitudes in New Zealand.  Unfortunately, the data available are only sporadic 

and incomplete.  But, from the data that do exist, participation in elections, party 

membership, % of the vote for the two major parties, and the episodic survey data, a 

picture of an increasingly dissatisfied and disaffected New Zealand citizen can be 

drawn. 

Changes in policy and the loss of accountability were the causes of declining 

support in New Zealand.  No connection has been made, however, between this falling 

support and the change of electoral system that took place through referendum in 1993.  

What remains is to test empirically the extent to which these changes in policy and 

process impacted individual New Zealander‘s choice to change the electoral system or 

keep the old first-past the post system.  The following section uses survey data from the 

1993 New Zealand Election study to measure which elements of policy and process 

have relationships with electoral system choice. 

Testing Policy and Process Effects on Electoral System Choice 

In order to test the historical data I lay out in the previous sections empirically I use 

data from the 1993 New Zealand Election Study.  This study was a round of surveys 

that asked New Zealanders their opinions on a range of political issues.  There are 
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many questions included in the study that are relevant to my analysis.  These queries 

include how a person voted in the referendum on the electoral system in 1993, some 

survey items that can be used to capture elements of policy and process, as well as 

measures of support.  I employ these measures to determine how support, policies, and 

process impact a respondent‘s decision on the choice of electoral system through the 

use of a binomial logit model. 

Dependent Variable  

The dependent variable in the model that I run is a survey item that asks the 

respondent how they voted in the 1993 referendum on the electoral system.  The 

question asks, ―If you did vote in the electoral referendum, which option did you choose: 

First Past the Post (FPP) or Mixed Member Proportional (MMP)?‖ I code the responses 

as dummy variables where a 0 signifies a vote for FPP and a 1 indicated a desire for 

MMP.  The question captures how a voter feels about the status quo.  Voters who are 

satisfied with the current conditions would most likely continue to support FPP, while a 

vote cast for MMP signifies a desire for change.  In this model I test the impact that 

various policy, process, support, and demographic variables have on the choice 

between electoral systems. 

Independent Variables 

In order to test the effect that policy has on electoral system choice, I use a series 

of survey questions designed to capture citizen feelings about the social welfare state.  

To measure these feelings, I use a series of survey questions that asks, ―On the whole 

do you think it should or should not be the government‘s responsibility to:‖ provide the 

following services.  These include: a decent living standard for all old people, decent 

standards of living for the unemployed, a job for everyone who wants one, housing for 
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those that can not afford it, free health care for all, and a free education from pre-school 

to polytechnic and university levels19.  Those who agree that the government should 

supply these services are generally supportive of a social state.  This grants an 

opportunity to test the relationship between support for a social-welfare state and the 

desire for electoral system change. 

There are other survey questions that could be used as possible alternative 

independent variables.  They are questions that attempt to determine the level of 

interest in similar issues (health, education, or welfare), as well as survey items that 

seek to discover support for additional spending in the same areas.  I did not use these 

queries for a few reasons.  One of the advantages of the ―government should provide‖ 

questions is their consistent use throughout the surveys, they appear in ever NZES from 

1993-2008, which allows for true comparability over time.  The spending and interest 

questions are not included in all surveys.  I also hesitate to use questions related to 

interest and spending due to the possibility of measurement error.  For instance, why 

might an individual be ―interested‖ in welfare?  Interest in welfare might be spurred by 

such divergent opinions as those who advocated the complete abolition of the 

government service, or those who believe that it is a right that should be guaranteed.  

My hesitancy to use questions related to ―spending‖ has to do with the ambivalence that 

the word spending might bring among responders.  Frankly, citizens might instant recoil 

from the word ―spending‖ and their otherwise potential backing of government-

sponsored programs might be lost.     

                                            
19

 Responses have been recoded so that a 1 represents the opinion that the government ―definitely 
shouldn‘t‖ with a response of a 4 indicating that the government, ―definitely should‖.  This is so the 
variable measures increasing support for the social state.  Responses of ―not sure‖ have been coded as 
non-response. 
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The questions I do use have the advantage of capturing the feelings and beliefs 

that New Zealanders have about the social state in general.  I argue in previous 

sections that MMP was adopted in part because the ―cradle to grave‖ care that the state 

provided in New Zealand was dramatically and quickly taken away.  The policy 

variables, represented by these questions, gets that the general feeling that the New 

Zealanders have about the role that the state has in the areas of housing, health, 

welfare, social security, unemployment, and housing.  Those respondents who believe 

that the state has a responsibility in those areas might be more inclined to vote for 

MMP.  There are another series of independent variables that I use to capture policy: 

where respondents place themselves on the left/right scale and support for lower taxes. 

The use of the terms ―left‖ and ―right‖ have been used to conceptualize the 

dimension upon which party competition takes place (Downs 1957).  Voters, in the 

estimation of researchers, have solid understanding of what the terms mean and are 

able to place themselves accurately on the scale (Dalton 2010; McAllister and White 

2007).  This does not mean that individuals have a clear understanding of complicated 

theoretical concepts like socialism, communism, or liberalism.  But, the scale can be 

used as a general summary of the particular issue cleavages that define the political 

competition in that individual‘s country.  In this vein, the left/right scale has been used 

by scholars as a measure that summarizes respondents‘ political positions (Dalton 

1985; Klingeman, Hoffbert, and Budge 1994) and as a meta-issue that embodies the, 

―major conflicts that are present in the political system.‖  (Inglehart 1990, 273)  

Scholarship has also shown that where individuals place themselves on the left/right 
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scale is strongly correlated with their positions on the important political issues facing 

their country (Dalton 2006). 

I consider the left/right scale to be a summary of respondents‘ positions on the 

issue of the day.  The survey item in the NZES asks, ―In politics, people often talk about 

the ‗left‘ and ‗right‘.  If you think about politics in this way, generally speaking, where 

would you put your views on the scale below where 1 is most left and seven is most 

right?‖20 A summary variable like the left/right scale offers a nice complement to the 

specific positions on the government‘s role in health, welfare, jobs, unemployment, 

education, pensions, and housing.  Between these variables, I believe an accurate 

portrait of respondents‘ feelings on government intervention in areas of policy can be 

ascertained.   

The final policy variable I have is a measure that gauges the respondents support 

for reducing taxes.  This survey item asks: ―Here are a number of policies which some 

people think might help solve New Zealand‘s economic problems.  For each one, please 

indicate whether you would support such a policy or oppose it, and if you feel strongly 

about it: Reduce taxes.‖ Here answers range from 1, signifying ―support‖, to a 4 

representing ―strongly oppose‖21.  I add this variable for two reasons.  The first has to do 

with the one of the main policy goals of the Labour/National governments from 19840-

1993, to drastically reduce tax rates across the board.  These tax cuts were financed by 

drastically reducing social services.  The second reason is that support for higher taxes 

could be seen as support for a government that is more active and has to pay for more 

                                            
20

 ―Don‘t Know‖ responses are coded as non-response. 

21
 ―Don‘t Know‖ responses are coded as non-response. 
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generous social welfare policies.  It might be easier to say that you support total 

government funding of education or welfare benefits, but to say that you strongly 

disagree with reducing taxes, this means that you are willing to pay for those benefits. 

All total there are three main components of the policy-related independent 

variables.  There are a series of six survey questions from the 1993 NZES that estimate 

whether or not a respondent believes that the government should be responsible for 

providing social services.  These services include benefits for the elderly, unemployed, 

those with difficulty affording housing, education, providing jobs, and universal health 

care.  The next is a left/right scale variable I use as a summary variable that 

encapsulates the respondent‘s positions on a range of issues.  Finally, support for lower 

taxes, indicates both the level of commitment a person has for paying for the social 

programs they want as well as a rejection of the tax cutting policies of previous 

governments.  Between all of these variables the model will include both specific and 

general policy positions.  This should give a good indication of how people‘s policy 

positions impact how they feel about getting rid of FPP in favor of an alternative system.  

In addition to these policy variables, I also include measures that represent the 

processes that fostered accountability under FPP in New Zealand. 

I present historical evidence earlier that certain processes were tossed aside by 

the Fourth Labour Government and the ensuing National government.  The processes 

that were practiced prior to 1984 fostered accountability and prevented wide-spread 

beliefs among the population that their extreme majoritarian system would not descend 

into an ―elected dictatorship‖.  These included the government respecting their mandate 

by making pre-election promises presented in a manifesto and sticking with them 
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following the election.  Governments also consulted frequently with interest groups and 

with their own caucus, especially the back bench, to maintain the connection with 

citizens between elections.  These processes created a general sense among the 

population that their government was upfront, listened to, and connected with them.  

When these processes were jettisoned, this connection was shattered contributing to 

the loss of support and a change in electoral system. 

To measure what I have labeled process variables, I use a series of survey 

questions that ask about whom respondents think the government should listen to 

before making decisions.  The question reads, ―Several factors might affect Members of 

Parliament when they are considering major new laws.  How important do you 

personally feel each of the following factors should be in influencing an MP‘s vote?‖  

The NZES then offers a series of different factors, but I only include three of these in the 

model: ―The majority views of MP‘s in their party‖, ―their party‘s stated position before 

the election‖, and ―relevant interest groups‖22.  I include these particular questions 

because they represent the processes that I describe in the historical narrative.  The 

―party‘s stated position before the election‖ represents the importance of the manifesto 

and relates to accountability of electoral processes in majoritarian systems.  I detail how 

majoritarian systems, in the ideal, provide for vertical accountability.  An important 

component of vertical accountability is a party stating prior to the election what they are 

going to do and then voters judge accordingly.   The ―majority views of the MP‘s in their 

party‖ is a representation of government‘s practice of consulting with the back-bench 

                                            
22

 These questions have been recoded so that numerical increases indicate strengthening beliefs that 
MP‘s should listen to particular factors.  Here a 1 represents, ―definitely shouldn‘t‖ with a 4 representing a 
―definitely should.‖  Responses of ―not sure‖ are coded as non-response. 
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members of the caucus.  Finally, ―relevant interest groups‖ is a relatively straight-

forward indicator of the practice of consultation that took place between elected officials 

and interest groups who were to be affected by potential legislation.  These questions, 

taken together, create a picture of how important ―processes‖ are to the removal of FPP. 

There are also a few other independent variables that I use in the model.  One key 

independent variable is trust in government.  The survey question asks, ―Could you also 

please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the opinions expressed in the 

following statements: You can trust the government to do what is right most of the time.‖  

Responses range from 1 to 4, with a 1 representing strong disagreement and a 4 strong 

agreement.  Trust is my indicator for specific support or the respondent‘s evaluations of 

current issues in politics and their feelings about the current government and politics.  

The remaining independent variables are standard controls variables including: age, 

education, income, and gender. 

I have multiple expectations for the effect that these policy, process, and control 

variables will have on an individual‘s vote in the 1993 referendum on electoral reform.  

The next sections detail these expectations, report the results, and then discuss what 

the results tell us about the majoritarian model and how it can be confounded. 

Expectations 

The expectation that I have for the policy, process, and independent variables 

mirrors the historical case that I offer in previous sections.  In terms of policy, broadly 

speaking, I anticipate that those who are generally more supportive of a social welfare 

state will be more likely to reject FPP for MMP.  The reason for this belief is these 

programs were essentially gutted under successive administrations from 1984-1993.  

New Zealanders could no longer count on the type of care and security from their 
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government that they had received in the past.  Programs that were pillars for decades 

were suddenly yanked away and I believe that this contributed to the desire for some 

type of change.  In this case, that meant support for a different electoral system.   

In terms of self-placement on the left/right scale, I believe similar patterns will hold.  

I consider the left/right scale to be a summary indicator of policy positions.  Since the 

policies passed by the Labour and National government from 1984 to 1993 could be 

considered conservative in nature.  I believe this increasing conservatism will correlate 

for a preference for maintaining the status quo.  Favoring the status quo will be signified 

with a preference for FPP.  In terms of ―reducing taxes‖, the more a respondent is 

opposed to lower taxes, the more they will favor MMP.  This is due to the tax-cutting 

policies that precipitated cutting social services under Labour and National government 

from 1984 to 1993.   

The majoritarian model requires that governments pursue policies that the public 

demands.  When governments fail to do this, a link in the majoritarian theoretical model 

is broken.  I argue in Chapter 3 that policy and process are inextricably linked in 

majoritarian systems.  Here governments are held accountable to the voting public 

based on the policies they promise prior to the election.  Scholarship on New Zealand 

also argues that governments relied on other processes, between the elections, that 

also fostered accountability. 

The transformation of processes also helped generate a context where electoral 

reform could occur.  I expect that those who feel that MP‘s should listen to their caucus 

and relevant interest groups will be more apt to vote for MMP.  This is due to the 

argument that the caucus in general and the back-bench more specifically help the 
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government to stay in touch with the feelings of their constituents.  This could be 

confounded a bit due to the unpopular nature of the National government at the time.  

Respondents might view ―the caucus‖ as specifically the National caucus rather than a 

―caucus‖ more generally, which may confuse the results.  I do not anticipate feelings 

that MP‘s should listen to ―relevant interest groups‖ will have multiple interpretations.  

Since parties under FPP began to ignore interest groups, my general expectation is that 

as a respondent feels more strongly that an MP should listen to interest groups will be 

more inclined to vote for MMP.  Finally, I expect that as individuals feel more strongly 

that MP‘s should keep their pre-election promises (listen to their mandates or follow 

their manifestos), the more likely the will be to choose MMP.  The reason that I expect 

these results has to do with the changes in processes that occurred after 1984.  Prior to 

this date, governments used these processes in order to foster accountability, which is a 

key component in the majoritarian model.  When successive government discarded 

these processes, support for the existing order fell.  When accountability is lost, the 

majoritarian model fails. 

Among the other key control variables, I have one particular expectation when it 

comes to the variable measuring trust.  It has been a consistent contention of mine that 

low levels of support can have an impact on institutional maintenance.  I expect that if a 

respondent does not trust the government then the odds that they will vote to maintain 

the status quo will decrease.  In this case, that means a vote for MMP over FPP.  The 

next section displays these expectations in a series of hypotheses. 

Hypotheses 

This is a brief section that summarizes my expectations in simple terms.  My 

hypotheses for the logit models and the post-estimation odds ratios are as follows: 
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1. As a respondent reports increasingly conservatism (left/right scale), the odds of 
voting for MMP decrease. 

2. If an individual is increasingly opposed to reducing taxes, the odds of voting for 
MMP will increase. 

3. As feelings that the government should be responsible for certain social services 
(jobs, pensions, welfare, unemployment, housing, and education) the odds of 
voting for MMP will increase. 

4. If respondents agree more strongly that MP‘s should listen to their caucus, 
should listen to relevant interest groups, and should listen to their mandates, the 
odds of voting for MMP increase. 

5. When trust in the government increases, the odds of voting for MMP decrease. 
 

The following section describes the results of the models and the accuracy of the 

hypotheses. 

Results 

Results for the model testing process and policy variables on electoral system 

choice are found in Table 3-3. 

Hypothesis 1 states: as a respondent reports increasingly conservatism (left/right 

scale), the odds of voting for MMP decrease.  The logit model indicates strong evidence 

to support Hypothesis 1.  The odds of voting for MMP decrease 36.5% with every unit 

increase in conservatism.  This result is significant at .01.  This is statistical evidence 

that helps to confirm some of the presumptions that I make earlier.  I hold that from 

1984 to 1993, Labour and National governments dramatically altered relationship 

between society and the state.  This included: the drastic reduction in social services, 

flattening tax rates, cutting farm subsides, and removing worker, environmental, and 

trade protects that existed for over 50 years.  Speaking broadly, this package of 

changes can be considered conservative in nature.  If the left/right scale is conceived as 

a variable that summarizes respondent‘s policy positions, the expectation that those 

who hold more conservative beliefs would be happy with the changes that took place in 

the recent past.  Why would a person who held conservative values be anything but 
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satisfied with the policies that were enacted?  Keeping this in consideration, a person 

holding conservative policy positions would have no reason to look for a change in the 

status quo.  The results from this model bear out this expectation as an increase in 

conservatism increased odds of keeping the existing electoral system.  This means that 

conservative voters generally favored FPP over MMP. 

Hypothesis 2 states that if an individual is increasingly opposed to reducing taxes, 

the odds of voting for MMP will increase.  The results from the logit model bear 

evidence that Hypothesis 2 is valid.  The odds that a respondent would vote from MMP 

increased 20.4% per one unit increase in the opposition to raising taxes.  This result is 

significant at .05.  Again, I believe that this finding is due to the change in government 

policies from 1984 to 1993.  During this time tax rates were dramatically lowered and 

flattened.  Those that did not support the reduction of tax rates, in my view, would be 

more inclined to look for change.  This supposition is supported by the statistical 

evidence, where those who were opposed to lower tax rates were more likely to vote for 

a change in electoral system to MMP. 

Hypothesis 3 states that as feelings that the government should be responsible for 

certain social services (jobs, pensions, welfare, unemployment, housing, and education) 

the odds of voting for MMP will escalate.  Here the evidence is more mixed, but with 

some indication of the accuracy of Hypothesis 3.  Evidence that Hypothesis 3 is valid 

include the positive relationship between the following variables that measure the extent 

to which respondents believe the government should: provide jobs, provide for the 

elderly, assist unemployed, provide housing, provide universal health care, provide 

elementary to college education and a vote for MMP.  The odds that a respondent will 



 

158 

voter for MMP increased 13.7% for a one unit increase in belief the government should 

provide jobs.  For those who increasingly believe that the government should provide for 

the elderly, the odds of voting for MMP increase 10.9%.  The odds of a vote for 

changing the electoral system increase 31.9% as feelings that the government should 

assist the unemployed escalate.  The same relationship exists between the belief that 

government should provide housing and a vote for MMP with 40.3% increase in odds.  

Also, as feelings that the government should provide universal health care are increase, 

the odds for voting for MMP also increase 3.4%.  Finally those that hold the government 

should provide elementary to college education improve the odds of voting for MMP 

26.2% per one unit increase.   

While all of these variables provide the directional relationships that I expect, one 

of the concerns that I have is that only two of the variables, government should provide 

housing and education, reach the standard levels of statistical significance.  Both are 

significant at .1.  There are no obvious theoretical reasons for why these two particular 

variables are statistically significant while the others are not.  One potential reason for 

this relates to the why I include this variables in the model in the first place.  I argue that 

the social welfare state was dismantled in the years between 1984 and 1993.  I use 

these variables, taken together, to measure support for this social welfare state.  

Because of this, multicollinearity could be an issue. 

Overall, I am encouraged by the production of these variables and the evidence in 

support of Hypothesis 3.  Prior to 1984, New Zealand had some of the most generous 

social welfare benefits in the world and one of the most activist governments.  Leading 

up to the referendum on electoral system change in 1993, these benefits were all but 
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eliminated.  I hold that the elimination of these services precipitated the electoral system 

change because of the unpopularity of the policy direction of Labour and National 

governments.  Closely related to policy change are the processes of accountability that 

were also discarded.  Hypothesis 4 deals with a package of these process changes. 

Hypothesis 4 proffers that if respondents agree more strongly that MP‘s should 

listen to their caucus, should listen to relevant interest groups, and should listen to their 

mandates, the odds of voting for MMP increase.  Here, like Hypothesis three, the 

directional relationships meet expectations.  A one unit increase in belief that MP‘s 

should listen to their caucus, increases the odds of voting for MMP 9.2%.  Those who 

hold that MP‘s should listen to relevant interest groups had 15.2% increase in the odds 

of voting for MMP.  Finally, a one unit increase in the conviction that MP‘s should follow 

their mandates lead to a 15.0% improvement in the odds of voting for MMP.  Only MP‘s 

should follow their mandates is statistically significant at .1.  Unlike the policy variables, 

there is a theoretical reason for why this might be the case. 

I argue in Chapter 3, that policy and process are inextricably linked in the 

majoritarian model.  This models states that majoritarian rules reduce the number of 

political parties, which allows one party to form a government based on a series of 

promises.  This government is evaluated based on their ability to keep those promises.  

The main process here is accountability.  There are numerous ways that a government, 

in any system, can increase accountability.  For instance, in New Zealand the historical 

data suggest three ways: the manifesto, interest group consultation, and the caucus 

system.  Only one of these processes relates directly to the majoritarian model, the use 

of the manifesto.  Here there is a direct link to the elections, and by extension the 
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majoritarian model.  Parties make promises and then are held accountable based on 

those promises.  The fact that ―MP‘s shold listen to their mandates‖ returns a significant 

result speaks a great deal for the efficacy of the majoritarian model and by extension 

how it can fail.  The other two processes relate to inter-election behavior and have no 

real connection to the election.  They might help increase accountability, but they have 

little to do with majoritarian elections.  So, the fact that the separate variables related to 

group consultation and the caucus system does not yield significant results is not 

devastating to the model. 

The Hypothesis predicts that increasing trust reduces the odds of voting for MMP.  

There is strong evidence to confirm this supposition.  For a one unit increase in trust in 

the government, the odds of voting for MMP decrease 36.3%.  This finding is 

statistically significant at .01.  Trust is a measure of specific support meaning it signifies 

support for the current practices of government.  Those who believe that elected 

officials and the government are functioning as they should when they voted in the 

referendum of 1993 really had no reason to vote for MMP.   The results of this logit 

model demonstrate the validity of the previous system. 

Control Variables 

Of the remaining control variables, age, education, gender, and household 

income, there are no surprising results.  One interesting finding is the role education 

plays in FPP versus MMP choice.  Here there is a strong, significant (.01) positive 

relationship.  For every one unit of increased education the odds of voting for MMP 

increase 12.9%.  I believe a potential reason for this is the complicated nature of 

electoral system politics.  The political consequences of electoral systems are difficult 

for electoral scholars to identify, for those without a background in political research the 
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task might seem even more daunting.  Those with increased education may pay closer 

attention to the nuances of the electoral system debate in New Zealand, and the 

statistical relationship might indicate a genuine belief that MMP would improve the 

political circumstances.  None of the other variables demonstrate significant results and 

the directional relationships raise no particular concerns.  Here increased income 

reduces the odds of voting for MMP, while men and older individuals favor MMP. 

Conclusions 

The majoritarian model offers a theoretical link between electoral systems and 

support.  The beginning of this chain is a majoritarian electoral system, which provides 

mechanical and psychological pressures against voting for third parties.  The net result 

is a party system where two parties compete for support.  Voters judge these parties 

based on the policies they offer before the election and hold them accountable when 

they fail to follow through on their mandate.  The electoral system is designed to create 

government who can then act on their policy prescriptions, so as to be judged in future 

elections based on their record in office.  Citizens give support to the system as a whole 

based on the ability of the governments to remain accountable, while passing 

productive policies. 

New Zealand, until 1984, presents a case where this model worked.  The 

majoritarian electoral system reduced the number of effective parties down to two: 

Labour and National.  These parties won nearly all of the seats contested in elections 

and one party or the other made up 100% of the government following the election.  

Parties remained accountable to the voters by publishing a pre-election manifesto and 

sticking to it if they were elected to office.  Both parties typically supported generous 

social welfare policies.  The fact that the model performed its function led to widespread 
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support for the system.  This support is evidenced by the high levels of public 

participation in the system.  Political parties had active memberships and individuals 

turned out to vote at a high rate.  There is also episodic survey evidence that suggests 

satisfaction, trust, and confidence were over 60% in the 1960s and 1970s.  Perhaps the 

greatest evidence of support was how precipitously it fell from 1984 to 1993. 

This is the time period where the links between majoritiaran elections and support 

broke down.  There were no changes in the performance of the electoral system 

elections still produce disproportional results in favor of Labour and National.  What 

changed were the behaviors of the governments that followed.  When Labour won 

election in 1984, their pre-election manifesto had no mention of the dramatic change in 

economic and social policy that was to follow.  In 1987, they did not even bother to 

publish a manifesto.  The National government promised a change in policies in its pre-

election manifesto only to continue the program slashing that typified the previous 

government‘s policies.  Support fell during this time period as a result.  Party 

membership, turnout, and Labour and National‘s voter share all decline.  Trust in the 

largest parties and in politicians generally also declined, which led to a change in 

electoral system. 

The statistical evidence in the model I run supports this contention.  Respondents 

who were more conservative tended to support the existing system, while those who 

wanted more liberal social welfare policies preferred MMP.  There is also a link between 

those who felt MP‘s should keep their pre-election and a vote for changing to MMP.  

The connection between accountability (pre-election promises) and policy (belief in 

social-welfare) state are keys to understanding why New Zealand changed to MMP. 
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There are a few other points that I would like to make before moving forward.  The 

first has to do with the performance of the electoral system in New Zealand.  It should 

be noted that the electoral rules performed their immediate effects as they should.  

Disproportionality is built into majoritarian electoral systems, and in New Zealand that is 

exactly what they produced.  The evidence presented in Chapter 3 suggests that 

varying levels of support existed over time.  What differed was not the performance of 

the electoral system, but what happened after the elections were held that the 

respective systems succeeded or failed.  Electoral system performance can neither be 

blamed for the Fourth Labour government‘s decision to ignore their electoral mandate, 

nor for National‘s decision to continue this folly.  New Zealand political parties were able 

to make the system work for them and their citizens at times, and alienate those same 

citizens in other periods.  The larger question moving forward is, do certain electoral 

systems sufficiently influence party system behavior to suggest generalizable 

tendencies?  This is a question that is better answered after a discussion of further 

cases.   

A second point that I would like to make has to do with the nature and purpose of 

elections themselves.  The problems in New Zealand were exacerbated by the inability 

of the voters to address the performance of the parties through elections.  This is a facet 

of accountability that is covered only generally in the statistical models that I run, but 

has larger theoretical importance.  When Labour and National both broke pre-election 

promises, this led to the connection between the belief that pre-election promises were 

important and a vote for MMP in the statistical model.  Democracy does not work if 

voters are not allowed to remove poorly performing parties with alternatives offering a 
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different path.  In New Zealand, voters were faced with the choice between two parties 

who were essentially offering the same policy prescriptions.  These parties were 

committed to following these programs with or without the public‘s consultation.  Voters 

made it clear to parties that they were unhappy with the procedural choices of the 

parties, and were not even given the chance to give their consent.  Parties essentially 

determined a policy path, hid it from the voters, and then continued down the path as if 

they had consent.  Elections did not have the chance to succeed because the parties 

refused to provide meaningful alternatives.  Because of this the gap between citizens 

and their elected officials grew progressively wider.  Elections were essential blamed for 

the parties‘ behavior, and the new electoral rules were seen as corrective solutions to 

change the behavior of the parties.   

Chapter 4 tests the efficacy of the two proportional models I draw in Chapter 3.  

Italy, like New Zealand, was able to make proportional government work for a time, only 

to have the system collapse.  Chapter 4 details what made the system work and what 

precipitated the changes with the proportional models as a guide.        
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Table 3-1. Two-party dominance, disproportionality in New Zealand, 1943-1993 
 National Labour 
Year Seats

1
 % Seats % Votes % Dis

2
 Seats % Seats % Votes % Dis 

1943 34 42.5 42.8 -.3 45 56.25 47.6 8.65 
1946 38 47.5 48.4 -.9 42 52.5 51.3 1.2 
1949 46 57.5 51.9 5.6 34 42.5 47.2 -4.7 
1951 50 62.5 54 8.5 30 37.5 45.8 -8.3 
1954 45 56.25 44.3 11.95 35 43.75 44.1 -.35 
1957 39 48.75 44.2 4.55 41 51.25 48.3 2.95 
1960 46 57.5 47.6 9.9 34 42.5 43.4 -.9 
1963 45 56.25 47.1 9.15 35 43.75 43.7 .05 
1966 44 55 43.6 11.4 35 43.75 41.4 2.35 
1969 45 53.57 45.2 8.37 39 46.42 44.2 2.22 
1972 32 36.78 41.5 -4.72 55 63.21 48.4 14.81 
1975 55 63.21 47.6 15.61 32 36.78 39.6 -2.82 
1978 51 55.43 39.8 15.63 40 43.47 40.4 3.07 
1981 47 51.08 38.8 12.28 43 46.73 39 7.73 
1984 37 38.94 35.9 3.04 56 58.94 43 15.94 
1987 40 41.23 44 -2.77 57 58.76 48 10.76 
1990 67 69.07 47.8 21.27 29 29.89 35.1 -5.21 
1993 50 50.5 35.1 15.4 45 45.45 34.6 10.85 

*Results obtained from New Zealand Ministry of Justice
3
 

 
 

                                            
1
 The total number of seats in Parliament changed over time.  From 1943-1966, there were 80 seats contested.  There were 84 in 1969, 87 in 

1972 and 1975, 92 in 1978 and 1981, 95 in 1984, 97 in 1987 and 1990, and 99 in 1993. 

2
 The percentage of disproportionality is calculated by subtracting the percentage of aggregated votes cast for the party from the percentage of 

seats obtained in Parliament. 

3
 The New Zealand Ministry of Justice posts its historical election results online.  These are found here: www.electionresults.govt.nz/ 



 

166 

Table 3-2: Third-party support and disproportionality, New Zealand 1954-1993 

Year Disproportionality % Third Party %*4 

1954 11.95 11.1 
1966 11.4 14.5 
1972 14.81 8.7 
1975 15.61 12.8 
1978 15.63 18.5 
1981 12.28 20.7 
1984 15.94 19.6 
1987 10.76 5.7 
1990 21.27 12 
1993 15.4 26.6 

*Results obtained from New Zealand Ministry of Justice 
 
 

                                            
4
 The third party percentage is calculated by adding together the two largest third parties, who at least attained 2% aggregated national support.  

The Social Credit Party was responsible for all of the percentages in the elections of 1954, 1966, 1981, and 1987 (renamed the Democrats in 
1987).  The remaining years 1972 (Social Credit/Values), 1978 (Social Credit/Values), 1984 (Social Credit/NZ Party), 1990 (Greens/New Labour), 
and 1993 (Alliance/NZ First) are calculated using the two largest third parties. 
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 Figure 3-1. New Zealand turnout, 1954-1993 
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Table 3-3. Effects of policy and process variables on MMP versus FPP choice, New 
Zealand 1993 

Independent Variables 

N = 725 
LR Chi2 = 2005.67 
Prob > Chi2 = 0.00 
Pseudo R2 = 0.2084 
B 
(SE) 

% Odds Ratio 

Left / Right Scale 
-.454*** 
(.081) 

-36.5 

Government Should Reduce Taxes 
.186** 

(.087) 
20.4 

Government Should Provide Jobs  
.128 

(.128) 
13.7 

Government Should Provide for Elderly 
.103 

(.173) 
10.9 

Government Should Assist Unemployed 
.276 

(.194) 
31.9 

Government Should Provide Housing 
.338* 

(.211) 
40.3 

Government Should Provide Universal 
Health Care 

.033 
(.147) 

3.4 

Government Should Provide Elementary to 
College Education 

.232* 
(.139) 

26.2 

MP‘s Should Listen to their Caucus 
.088 

(.107) 
9.2 

MP‘s Should Listen to Relevant Interest 
Groups 

.141 
(.097) 

15.2 

MP‘s Should Listen to their Mandates 
.139* 

(.080) 
15.0 

You can Trust Government to do what is 
Right 

-.451*** 
(.094) 

-36.3 

Education 
.120*** 

(.042) 
12.9 

Age 
.011 

(.006) 
1.1 

Gender 
.151 

(.183) 
16.4 

Household Income 
-.032 
(.045) 

-3.2 

P < .1 * P < .05 ** P < .01 *** 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE RISE AND FALL OF PROPORTIONAL GOVERNMENT IN ITALY 

Introduction 

Chapter 3 uses New Zealand, and its majoritarian electoral system, to test the 

merits of the majoritarian model of support.  Chapter 4 describes how, through historical 

data, majoritarian electoral systems and support co-existed for more than 100 years.  It 

also demonstrates what changed, how that led to a decline in the levels of support for 

electoral institutions, which led to electoral system change.  To summarize, single 

member districts in New Zealand produced, time and again, governments formed by 

one of the two largest parties: Labour and National.  These parties made use of a pre-

electoral manifesto, as well as other post-election processes, to cultivate the process of 

accountability.  Labour and National, by maintaining a strong sense of accountability, 

reacted to the needs and desires of their constituents and pursued generous social 

welfare policies and protectionist economic policies.  The links in the majoritarian model 

were met: a majoritarian electoral system led to a two-party system and successive 

one-party governments, these governments followed the process of accountability 

through a pre-election manifesto, and enacted policies that the public wanted.  New 

Zealanders felt like they had a very high quality of life and this led to high levels of 

support, demonstrated by the high level of voter turnout, party membership, and trust in 

government. 

But, beginning in 1984, the majoritarian model that had worked so well for the 

previous 100 years began to break down.  The electoral system continued to favor 

Labour and National and there were one-party governments in 1984, 1987, and 1990.  

What changed drastically were the commitments to accountability and social welfare 
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and protectionist policies.  Labour and National governments dramatically cut the social 

welfare state, eliminated many of the protections that labor groups and farming interests 

depended, and completely revamped the tax code in nine short years.  They did this 

without signifying to the public beforehand what their plans were.  Labour did not even 

bother to publish a pre-election manifesto in 1987, ending a practice that endured for 

more than 50 years.  National promised in 1990 to slow or reverse the policies of 

Labour, then extended and strengthened them.  Accountability was shattered, and the 

policies and process that made majoritarian government work were gone.  Support as a 

result fell, demonstrated by the decline in party membership, turnout, and trust.  The 

logit models that I run demonstrate that those who favored conservative policies were 

more likely to favor keeping first-past the post.  Those who felt that MP‘s should follow 

their mandates (a representation of accountability) believed in a switch to mixed-

member proportional.   

I make a few conclusions from the data.  The first is that majoritarian elections did 

their job.  For 100 years, the electoral system produced disproportional results favoring 

one of the two largest parties, Labour and National, at the expense of smaller parties.  

One of those parties, Labour or National, retained enough seats following the election to 

create a single-party government with a majority of seats.  The variation occurs 

afterward, where theoretically New Zealand moves down the majoritarian chain to 

support.  Parties in New Zealand pursued both policies and processes that cultivated 

support and different policies and processes that led to a decline in support.  This leads 

me to believe that it is the party system behavior, not the electoral system that is 

responsible for variation in support.  It also directs me toward a conclusion that the 
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models I draw are merely courses of action for parties that would make majoritarian 

elections work, rather than a suggestion of theoretical likelihood.  This is a point I return 

to in the conclusion, but what remains is to test the connection between proportional 

elections and support.  To do so, I examine elections and the party system in Italy from 

1948 to 1992. 

Italy presents a very interesting countervailing case.  If New Zealand was a model 

of majoritarian system, Italy was the model of a proportional system.  The Italian First 

Republic (1948-1992) is often used as an example of how proportional systems do not 

work.  There is certainly evidence to support those contentions.  The Italian party 

system was polarized, with communists, fascists, and centrist parties competing for 

electoral support.  Governments rose and fell routinely and during this time period as 

Italy averaged a new government every 11 months.  The general consensus was that 

the coalition governments that were produced were not able to deal with the problems 

of the day and relied on extensive networks of clientelism and corruption to maintain 

their status.  I try to look at Italy in a different way with the view that, ―something must 

have worked‖.  I do not subscribe to this blindly.  Italy at times has enjoyed very high 

levels of participation in their democratic process evidenced by high levels of voter 

turnout and party membership.  The Italian economy also grew at very high rates in the 

1950s and ‗60s as Italy eventually became the seventh largest economy in the world.  

These successes existed alongside high levels of public discontent.  There were also 

high levels of corruption ―discovered‖ in the early 1990s.  In short, there are a lot of 

moving parts in the story of Italian democracy.  It is certainly a more difficult country to 

explain than New Zealand, but the project of Chapter 4 is to try and describe the 
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connection between proportional elections, party systems, process and policy, and 

support.  I argue that Italy, like New Zealand, was able to make its proportional system 

work, then when changes and policy and process occurred the efficacy of the system 

was lost.   

The proportional model I test states that as proportionality increases so do the 

number of ideologically diverse political parties represented in the legislature.  

Governments are then formulated from these ideologically diverse parties, which 

increases the process of representation.  These governments then engage in 

consensual decision-making, where it is thought that better policies will result.  In order 

to test this model, Chapter 4 unfolds in the following manner.   

The first section describes Italy‘s institutions and why they make a good case for 

study.  If New Zealand is an example of concentrated and centralized power, Italy is the 

opposite.  Here the constitutional structures are designed for disaggregated and diffuse 

power, more akin to the proportional model.  The sections following go through the 

proportional model step-by-step.  The first step shows how the proportional rules did 

lead to a multi-party system with ideologically diverse political parties.  The subsequent 

section details how the parties were able to represent and articulate the interests of their 

constituents, albeit imperfectly, which satisfied the process requirement of the 

proportional model.  More specifically, parties like the Christian Democrats (DC) and 

Communists (PCI), used ancillary organizations to represent their respective sub-

cultures.  The DC also developed organizations in the southern part of the country they 

maintained with clientelism.  The DC also installed their members into all aspects of the 

sottogoverno (sub-government), large, technically non-governmental organizations that 
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had tremendous influence in the country.  These unique representative structures were 

necessary because of another important feature of the Italian political system: the 

permanent exclusion of the left and right parties from government.  This impacted the 

way governments were formed and their stability.  The DC developed factions that 

constantly fought over control of the sub-governmental positions causing governments 

to collapse and reform routinely.     

The way governments formed impacted policy, which to a large extent ended up 

supporting those clientelist ends.  Italian governments, and parties outside of 

government, were also able to pass a significant number of clientelist policies that kept 

the country moving.  Some of these policies and sub-governmental operations were 

tremendously successful as Italy experienced high levels of economic growth during the 

1950s and ‗60s.  Also at times the legislature was able to deal with significant national 

issues.  For example, during the Historic Compromise from 1976 to 1979, the legislature 

was able to deal with significant issues like the mounting public debt and the pressure 

from Europe.  While this could not be considered the norm, prior to 1979, significant 

policies were achieved.     

Proportional government in Italy was far from perfect.  Despite this, Italians 

displayed high levels of participation during this time period both in the number of 

people who joined political parties and voted in elections.  This high participation, 

paradoxically, was coupled with public attitudes that were highly critical of the 

functioning of democratic organizations.  Chapter 4 also discusses why this was the 

case.   
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Like New Zealand, there were changes that precipitated the fall of the proportional 

electoral system in Italy.  The electoral system continued to produce a multi-party 

system with ideological diversity.  The main change was the loss of representation.  

During the 1970s the cultural ties that bound people to political parties, like Catholicism, 

were weakened.  This led to more variable electoral results and loosened the grip the 

DC had on the strong clientelist structures they had built.  As the DC lost influence and 

party ties weakened, there was a rise in opportunity for ―business‖ politicians who 

viewed politics as a means for achieving personal gain.  The loss of electoral support for 

the DC meant that more parties were necessary to form governments.  This increased 

the opportunities for those party members who had been shut out of the ―spoils‖ of 

office.  The clientelist structures were still in place, but the level of corrupt behavior of 

elected officials and appointed members of the sub-governments expanded 

exponentially.  Because of this, the features that had made the party system 

―representative‖ were lost and support for the institutions of government declined.   

Generally corruption is viewed as one of the major reasons for the loss of support 

in Italy, but there are other factors that need to be considered as well.  International 

events, and the Italian response to them, mattered a great deal.  When the Cold War 

ended, the PCI abandoned its call for a dramatic reorganization of the Italian state and 

economy, eventually splitting into two parties: the Democratic Party of the Left (PDS) 

and the Communist Refoundation (RC).  One of the main reasons for voting for the DC, 

anti-communism, was now gone.  Another party the Northern League, fed up with the 

funneling of money to the South, challenged DC strongholds in the north.  All of this was 

happening while the existing parties were under increasing pressure from Europe to rein 
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in the large public debt and budget deficit.  Unlike the mid-1970s, there was no 

government of national solidarity to be found.  Policy could no longer be used to relieve 

pressure, and this also led to a decline in support.  The combination of the change in 

processes, namely representation structures, and the lack of any kind of policy led to a 

loss of support and a change in electoral system. 

The following section shows how Italy made proportional government ―work‖ from 

1948 to 1979 both through the process of representation and policies that reflected that 

representation.  The ensuing discussion concerns the changes in processes and the 

lack of policy that led to a loss of support and a change in electoral system.  Ultimately, I 

argue similarly to New Zealand, that the electoral system in Italy functioned as it was 

designed to function.  The party system behavior is what determined the varying levels 

of support.  The next section describes the institutional arrangements in Italy and how 

the electoral system led to a multi-party, ideologically diverse party system. 

Italy: A Model of Proportional Government 

Italy is not a perfect representation of the proportional or consensual model, but it 

has many features which make it a good fit for the category (Lijphart 1984; Powell 

2000).  Lijphart identified eight elements that a consensual system of democracy should 

have: 

 Executive power-sharing: grand coalitions 

 Informal and formal separation of powers 

 Balanced bicameralism and minority representation 

 Multiparty system 

 Multidimensional party system 

 Proportional representation 

 Federalism and decentralization 

 Written constitution and minority veto 
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From 1946 to 1993 Italy‘s institutional structure closely fit these characteristics.  

Lijphart does not start with the type of electoral system, but since it is the root cause of 

many of the unique features of the Italian political system, I start there.  During the First 

Republic (1946-1993), Italy had one of the most purely proportional systems in the 

world.  Seats were allocated on a proportional basis with two almost inconsequential 

thresholds.  First, in order to be eligible for seats a party had to aggregate at least 

300,000 votes nationally to be considered for seats   Additionally, Italy was divided into 

32 circonscrizioni (districts) that were awarded seats based on population.  Members of 

parliament needed to be elected within those regions through a preferential list system 

(roughly 60,000 votes would win a seat).  90% of seats were allocated this way.  The 

remaining votes where a winning candidate did not receive the minimum number of 

votes would be thrown into a national pool, which was then divided proportionally 

among parties and candidates not directly elected. (Koff and Koff 2000). 

Because the system of electoral rules was so permissive, smaller parties benefited 

and the party system was fragmented to a large degree.  From 1946 to 1993, 10 

national parties regularly competed for seats as well as 2 or 3 regional parties.  These 

parties not only competed but were able to win seats on a regular basis, and it was not 

a rare occurrence to have upwards of 10 to 15 parties with some representation in 

Parliament1 (Spotts and Wieser 1986).   Parties were ideologically diverse, covering a 

full range of ideological beliefs from left to right2.   

                                            
1
 For complete list of parties winning seats and their share of the vote, see appendix. 

2
 This is a point I return to in a subsequent section that discusses the relationship between proportional 

elections, the number of political parties, and the ideological diversity of those parties. 
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Because there were multiple, ideologically diverse parties most of Italy‘s 

governments from 1946 have been multi-party coalitions, although the Christian 

Democrats have formed minority governments from time to time.  The unique feature of 

coalition governments was the permanent exclusions of the left and right, forcing the 

Christian Democrats into a position where they were ―obliged‖ to govern3.  The 

governments that were formed were weak, due to the reliance on smaller parties.  

These parties generally had somewhere between 3 or 4% and gave them a veto that far 

outweighed their electoral strength.  Thus, Lijphart‘s minority veto condition is also met.  

The strength of smaller parties in this regard and the factions within the Christian 

Democratic Party led to frequent government collapse, with a new government needing 

to be formed, on average, every 11 months.   

If this were not a difficult enough situation, governments also had to navigate a 

bicameral legislature.  The legislature is made up of two houses: the chamber of 

deputies and the senate, who have identical law-making powers.  There are a number 

of institutional rules that aid decentralization, however.  The first is the use of the secret-

ballot for legislative votes.  This made it extremely difficult for governments to pass a 

coherent legislative program, since they had no mechanism to determine how their 

members were voting.  Another form of decentralization was the powers of the 

legislative committees.  Committees can pass laws through private consent without the 

approval of both the Chamber and Senate.  These features encourage decision-making 

that include the broadest bases of support possible within the legislature, a key feature 

of Lijphart and Powell‘s proportional government and my proportional model of support. 

                                            
3
 This is a point I return to in a later section on representation and coalitions.   
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All of these components make Italy a proportional system, and a clear 

understanding of the features is vital before using Italy to test the following model: 

 
(+) Proportionality → (-) mechanical/psychological effects → (+) ideologically 
diverse political parties → (+) representation (“representative agents” in 
decision-making/coalitions) → (perhaps) better policy → (+) support for 
government4. 

 
Italy, at first (and maybe second) glance would not appear to make the most favorable 

case to study this relationship.  As I mention in Chapter 2, Italy is often described as 

either an aberrant case or a country that exhibits all of the negative attributes of 

proportional government.  A cursory glance at the polarized party system, the instability 

of governments, and the high levels of corruption might lead someone to that 

conclusion.  Despite these conditions, Italy consolidated its democracy, practiced it for 

over 50 years, and created the seventh largest economy in the world.  It may be a 

simple assumption, but I believe something must have worked for this to have 

happened.   

Considering this presumption, something must have changed for the existing party 

system to fall apart and for the proportional electoral rules to change.  I believe the 

above model can shed light on the answers.  Specifically, the processes of 

representation changed and the legislature was no longer able to pass policies that 

dealt with the changing circumstances in the country.  While the country found 

processes and policies that worked, and when those policies and processes changed, 

                                            
4
 As I mention in Chapter 2, there are actually two different models represented here.  There is an open 

question whether process alone can engender support or if an additional step including policy is 
necessary. For the proportional process model, adequate ―representative agents‖ involved in the 
decision-making process in proportional is enough to increase support.  For the proportional policy model, 
those ―representative agents‖ have to produce quality public policy that has wide public acceptance.  For 
the purpose of brevity I have included the one model as a reminder to readers.  It is my belief that policy 
and process are inextricably linked, a point I return to later. 
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the electoral system continued to function as intended.  The subsequent section deals 

with the first part of the model and whether proportional elections in Italy led to an 

ideologically diverse, multi-party system.  The rest of Chapter 4 follows the model from 

there to determine whether ideologically diverse parties were able to incorporate more 

representative agents into the decision-making processes.  If more representative 

agents were indeed incorporated, the next step is to determine if those agents were 

able to pass widely accepted policies.   

Proportional Elections and Political Parties: Italy 1948-1992 

 The proportional electoral system of the First Republic offered virtually no barriers 

to representation and smaller third parties were able to take advantage and consistently 

win seats.  Results were consistently proportional and a brief examination of electoral 

results demonstrates this fact.  The highest levels of disproportionality ranged from 2 to 

4% and usually favored the Christian Democrats5.  It was a much more regular 

occurrence that parties would match their percentage of votes or ―suffer‖ disproportional 

results of less than 1%.  Table 4-1 displays these results. 

The proportionality of the electoral system led to a multiparty system where up to 

10 parties consistently competed for seats and support in national politics.  Table 4-2 is 

a list of the number of political parties that won seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 

the Senate. 

The party system itself, besides being quite large, was also ideologically diverse.  

The largest party the DC occupied the center position in the ideological spectrum.  The 

party was founded in the early 1940s by anti-fascist Catholics and the pre-fascist Italian 

                                            
5
 Disproportionality was measured by subtracting the %of seats from the %of votes.  
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People‘s Party (PPI).  The DC‘s policy positions and programs were designed to appeal 

across classes and ideologies, a catch-all strategy, designed to provide a centrist base 

and a safeguard against communism.  Backed strongly by Catholics and church 

organizations, the DC was the largest political party in every election and a part of every 

government during the First Republic (Newell 2010). 

The largest party on the left was Communist party (PCI) was also Italy‘s second 

largest party and the largest and most electorally successful communist party in the 

democratic world.  The party was nominally committed to reform while behaving quite 

responsibly in the legislature.  Despite this responsible action, due to the politics of the 

Cold War, the PCI was subject to the conventio ad excludendum.  This meant that they 

were permanently excluded from government by the DC and smaller lay parties (Newell 

2010).  The reason for the exclusion was that the party was perceived, as a party that 

wanted to not only modify the state or provide it with a different sort of personnel, but to 

replace the state with something different.  The PCI was not the only party that was 

excluded from governing coalitions.  Until 1962, the Italian Socialist Party (PSI) was also 

left out of government.  The PSI was a party formed around working class interests in 

the late 1890s.  They were continually placed in an awkward ideological and political 

position since they occupied the space between the DC and the PCI.  Unlike the PCI, 

the PSI‘s exclusion from government ended when they entered into a coalition with the 

DC in 1962.  They would enter and leave the government in ensuing years, eventually 

gaining the premiership in the early 1980s.       

The PCI and PSI made up the main parties on the left, but there was another party 

on the right excluded from government coalition, the Italian Socialist Movement (MSI).  



 

181 

This party was created in 1946 by several of Mussolini‘s ex-generals.  The party 

cautiously avoided any public calls for a return to fascism, since a reformulation of the 

fascist party was banned by the post-war constitution.  Despite this, the party‘s 

nationalism and authoritarian bent placed it firmly on the right ideologically and were 

often described as ―neo-fascist‖ (Newell 2010).   

Three of the largest parties, the PCI, MSI, and PSI (temporarily), were left out of 

the governing coalitions.  The proportionality of the electoral system gave opportunities 

for smaller, non-secular lay parties to gain seats and take part in the government.  One 

of these was the Italian Liberal Party (PLI), was strongly supported by Italy‘s employing 

class.  The PLI generally supported neo-liberal economic policies and a strong, 

authoritarian central government.  The PLI provided the DC with a partner who could 

appeal to the urban bourgeoisie and big business.  The PLI averaged about 3.5% of the 

vote from 1948 to 1992 and was one of three smaller parties that joined with the DC-led 

governments.  One of the others was the Italian Republican Party (PRI). It was an anti-

monarchy, anti-clerical, anti-fascist, pro-market, transatlantic party.  This party gave 

more conservative voters who were not business owners or particularly religious a party 

to support.  The PRI averaged around 2.8% of the vote from 1948-1992.  The PLI and 

PRI occupied the political space on the center-right.  The last of the DC-satellite parties 

was the Italian Social Democratic Party (PSDI).  This party split from the PSI over its 

―unity of action‖ plan with the PCI in 1947.  An anti-communist party, the PSDI had a 

left-leaning socialist ideology.  Between 1948 and 1994 the party claimed an average of 

4.4% of the vote (Newell 2010, 27-28).   
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Now is a good time to stop and think about the model I present in the previous 

pages.  This proportional model suggests that the more proportional a system the more 

ideologically diverse parties would be in the party system6.  Altogether, the Italian party 

system contained right-wing (MSI), left-wing (PCI, PSI), centrist (DC), center-right (PLI, 

PRI), and center-left (PSDI) in Parliament.  There were also a number of smaller 

regional parties that won seats as well.  The electoral system was certainly a 

determining factor in the formation of this system.  For instance, Duverger (1954) 

argues that there would be no incentive for smaller parties to join or be subsumed by 

larger parties with similar ideologies.  For example, the PSDI had virtually identical 

ideological positions with the PSI, but a disagreement over party strategy they broke 

away and ran their own list of candidates.  With 4.4% of support, thanks to the 

permissive proportional rules, they were able to consistently win seats.  The first 

conditions of the proportional model have been met.  What remains to be seen is if 

those parties that were in the system were successful ―representative agents‖ for their 

constituents and the types of coalition governments that were formed.  The next section 

details these two processes of representation.   

The Process of Representation: Parties, Clientelism, and Coalitions in Italy, 1948-
1979 

The previous section describes why Italy is a good case to test the proportional 

models I draw in Chapter 2.  The model suggests that proportional rules will lead to a 

multiparty system containing ideologically diverse parties.  Elections in Italy did indeed 

lead to a party system that had ideological diverse parties.  From 1948 to 1979, 

                                            
6
 This is due to the more permissive mechanical effects and the resulting relaxation of psychological 

effects.  For a more complete discussion, see Chapter 3 and the works of Duverger (1954), Rae (1971), 
and Lijphart (1984). 
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between 9 and 11 parties were represented in parliament ranging from communists on 

the far left and reformed fascists on the right.  Disproportionality was low with highs of 

between 2% and 4%, generally in favor of the Christian Democrats (DC).  Usually 

smaller parties had experienced disproportional results of less than 1%.  At the very 

least this created at least some degree of ideological representation in the Italian party 

system.  Parties were the key representative institution in Italy, and they were the most 

dominant feature of Italian democracy. 

This section goes further than just looking at election results and how the electoral 

system allowed for an expression of the ideological differences in Italy.  In Chapter 2, I 

argue that ideological expressions are not enough for true representation.  Citizens 

need to see their ideas and interests expressed and embodied in their elected officials.  

Parties in Italy developed representative institutions in unique ways.  They cultivated 

deep social and communal ties with their constituents through different means.  One of 

these means was the use of sub-governmental organizations to cultivate clientelist ties 

to various populations.  Chapter 2 also describes how coalitions are supposed to be 

representations of how the population votes.  Italy developed its own means for forming 

coalitions however.  Because of their stated revolutionary beliefs the second largest 

party in the system, the Communist Party (PCI), was barred from governing.  This 

caused a situation where the DC was obliged to lead the formations of governments.  

This section describes the processes of representation in Italy before 1979 including: 

the deep communal ties, clientelism, and the formation of governments.  In terms of 

process, the proportional model suggests that more proportional electoral systems allow 

for more political parties, higher levels of representation of interests and ideology by 
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those parties, and the representation of those ideas and interests in the formation of 

government coalitions.  Ultimately, all of these proportional processes are determined 

by the political parties and these parties in Italy played that vital role.  

The strength of the political parties in Italy, prior to reform, can not be overstated.  

Their power dates back to the formation of the new Italian Republic after WWII.  The 

parties constructed the Italian Constitution between 1945 and 1948.  They purposefully 

designed institutions that would advantage them over other institutions of government.  

By the time Italy had its first parliamentary elections in 1948, the political parties had 

been ruling the country for four years.  Other countries have strong parliamentary 

parties (France, England, Germany), but it would be absurd for Prime Ministers in those 

countries to check with their party organizations or party chairmen before pursuing a 

legislative agenda.  In Italy, that is exactly what happened and may help to explain why 

many ambitious politicians preferred to be party secretary rather than Prime Minister.  

Parties had a favored position in Italian political life, and it is important to detail the 

means that they used this position to represent their constituents. 

Representation is the most commonly cited advantage of PR electoral systems as 

described in the proportional model, but to just stop with the ideological representation 

fostered by the electoral rules would miss how Italian parties actually ―represented‖ their 

citizens‘ interests (which is how, theoretically, representation could lead to higher levels 

of support).  Parties not only represented their voters ideologically, they also behaved 

like octopi whose tentacles reached into all social, economic, and cultural areas of the 

nation.  Partitocrazia (rule by parties) is a term that is used to describe the level of 



 

185 

control and importance parties had in all aspects of Italian life7.  To explain how parties 

represented Italians, I use the Christian Democrats (DC) and the Communist Party 

(PCI) as examples.  

There are several reasons for only examining the DC and the PCI rather than 

looking at all 9 to 11 parties that won seats during this time.  One reason is that only 

about 4 or 5 of these parties could be considered ―effective‖ legislative parties 

(LaPalombara 1987) and other than the DC or PCI, only the Socialist Party (PSI) ever 

reached more than 10% of the vote.  Another reason for examining only the DC and the 

PCI is their central importance to the political system.  From 1948 to 1976 the two 

parties garnered an average of 67.98% of votes cast and won an average of 72.77% of 

all seats in each election8.  Not only did the dominate the number of votes and seats 

won, they also represented the two predominant sub-cultures in Italian politics, 

[The DC and PCI] were the main political expressions of a profound 
ideological division running through Italian society… On one side implied a 
strong feeling of identity with the working class and a conviction that the 
latter was destined to play a central role in the process of social 
transformation, and, on the other side, a strong attachment to the Church 
and to the ecclesiastical hierarchy, an acceptance of the Church‘s guidance 
in personal, social, and political matters and, hence, a fierce anti-
communism (Newell 2000, 15) 

The DC and PCI represented their constituents in differing fashions.  The DC used 

its ties to church organizations in the North and created strong clientelist ties through a 

                                            
7
 Parties had a large degree of social control, but this did not translate into policy-making strength.   Italian 

parties, especially the Christian Democrats, were hindered by factions within their own ranks.  Votes in 
parliament were also, until 1991, conducted by secret ballot.  This meant that there were no mechanisms 
to keep members in line.  Parties in Italy had deep social roots, but thin policy-making abilities.  I discuss 
this irony in a later section. 

8
 The yearly percentages for the two parties for % of vote/ % of seats for each election are: 1948 

(79.5/85), 1953 (62.7/68.8), 1958 (65.1/69.3), 1963 (63.6/67.6), 1968 (66/70.3), 1972 (65.9/70.6), 1976 
(73.1/77.8) (Bull and Newell 2005, 46, 66). 
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series of sub-governmental offices in the south (and in the north as well).  The PCI 

became a mass-based party that used various grass-roots organizations to develop a 

sense of community and partisan attachments, especially in the ―red-belt‖ sections in 

the center of the country (Ginsborg 1990).  

The following section describes how these two main parties used various party 

organizations to increase the levels of representation throughout the country.  The 

section also details how the parties were keys to the political system in other ways as 

well.  The Communists, even while receiving more than 25% of the vote in every 

election, were excluded from being a part of any coalition government.  This was due to 

their publicly held anti-system beliefs and commitments to transformative change.  The 

DC, as the systems largest party, was obliged to govern the country.  The party did so 

as the head of every post-war government until 1980.  This section describes how the 

DC and PCI represented their constituencies, how the DC used clientelism and state 

institutions, and how ―representative‖ coalitions were formed in Italy prior to 1979. 

The DC and PCI Representation: Associations and Clientelism, 1948-1979 

The DC and the PCI were the largest two political parties in Italy and they 

represented broadly the two pre-dominant sub-cultures within the country: Catholicism 

and communism.  Both parties were mass-based organizations, who serviced their 

members through several means.  One main mechanism was the cultivation of both 

party memberships and outside associations that were tied closely to the parties‘ 

respective subcultures.  To be more precise, the DC formed close ties with Catholic 

organizations, while the PCI had its own community and worker establishments.  The 

two parties used these affiliations to represent their membership and strengthen their 

ties to the community. 
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The DC was organized in 1943 by members of the pre-fascist Catholic Popular 

Party, Catholic trade unionists, and members of Catholic professional organizations.  

The first party conference in 1946 cobbled together these different groups into a 

coalition supporting policies that their varying members could support.  Their members 

included every social category from socialistic workers to more conservative 

landowners.  This made their ideological commitments broad, centrist, while also 

including representation on the left and the right (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 21).  Prior to 

the first elections held in 1948, the DC faced opponents on the left (PCI and the PSI) 

who had strong national organizations.  The party had no national organization of its 

own, so it turned to its likely ally, the Catholic Church, for assistance.   

For its part the church was determined not only to combat Communism but 
also to create a civil society consistent with Catholic doctrine… The 
Vatican, the hierarchy, and the laymen‘s organizations worked together to 
mold Catholics into a political bloc and tie that bloc to the party.  At election 
time the church, pronounced it a religious duty not only to vote, but to vote 
for the Christian Democrats.  These were the days when parishioners were 
solemnly warned: ‗Stalin cannot see what you do in a voting booth but God 
can.‘ (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 244) 

To support these feelings, the church used the organizational resources at its disposal 

create a DC party structure and membership.  With their help, the party had close to 

500,000 members, 7,000 local offices, 9 daily newspapers, and 8 weekly papers by the 

time of the first election of 1948 (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 22).  The party structure of 

the DC was never as centralized as their counterparts of the left, so prior to the 1960s, 

they relied heavily on Catholic community organizations like the Catholic Action and its 

related ―civic committees‖9. 

                                            
9
 Catholic Action was not the only church-organization that the DC continually relied upon during this time.  

Examples of other organizations include the Coldiretti, which was organized to support the interests of 
peasant families.  This group boasted 1,600,000 members during the 1950s (Ginsborg 1990, 171).  Other 
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Catholic Action was led by its politically active President Luigi Gedda.  This was a 

national group that attempted to organize every social activity of the family around the 

church and Catholic teachings. The male youth section of this organization set as a 

goal, ―the formation of its members in the areas of prayer, action and sacrifice; 

proselytizing amongst youths; the preparation of young men for family and social life; 

the furtherance of a healthy intellectual, physical and recreational education.‖ (Ginsborg 

1990, 169)  Children were brought into these associations at an early age, with Bible 

lessons on Sunday afternoons, prayer meetings, summer camps, and sporting 

associations.  As they aged into teenagers, they graduated to summer-holiday camps 

where scout leaders preached the dangers of industrialization and the importance of the 

communion of man and nature.  Catholic Action also was active among adults where, 

―the stress was laid on proselytizing, on the defense of public morality, and on the 

Christian education of children.‖ (Ginsborg 1990, 169)  Cultural activities were also 

important.  Catholic Action was heavily invested in a network of cinemas, over 4,000 

countrywide, where church-approved movies were shown (Ginsborg 1990, 169).  

Parents were also involved in ―civic communities‖ and engaged in various activities as 

well.  Families were mobilized at the street level as well.  For instance, in 1948 (the year 

of the Madonna) and in 1950 (the Holy Year) the Madonna pelligrina was brought to 

neighborhoods around the country.  This community ritual saw the statue of Madonna 

placed in one family‘s home for a week, where neighbors and relatives would come to 

socialize and pray.  The statue was then moved to another family‘s home for a week, 

then another street, and eventually to another town or village (Ginsborg 1990, 177).   

                                                                                                                                             
organizations included the Catholic Trade Union Association (CISL) and the Association of Christian 
Workers (ACLI) (Hine 1993, 117).  These groups were political active in favor of the DC. 
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The activities of Catholic Action were not limited to developing a Catholic-based 

civil society.  They were also overtly political, when elections were held the ―civic 

committees‖ were tasked with getting Catholics to turnout to vote and to cast their ballot 

for the DC.  During the mid-1950s, Catholic Action could give this task to its roughly 

2,700,000 members, a vast number of which were in the North.  Veneto had the largest 

membership (240,000), followed by Lombardy (220,000) and Piedmont (105,000).  

Southern membership lagged considerably with its largest membership hosted in Sicily 

with roles numbering 64,000 (Ginsborg 1990, 169).  These numbers and the reliance on 

church-backed organizations belied several problems for the DC.  The first of these 

problems was that the party really had no centralized organization of its own to depend 

upon.  By relying on the church for support, they also ceded that the church would have 

an active role in government.  The second problem was that the associational character 

of the Northern parts of the country, which the DC mined for electoral support, did not 

exist in the southern parts of the country.  The DC had to come up with different 

representative strategies for these areas of the country.  The strategy that emerged was 

the use of extensive sub-governmental agencies to develop clientelist relationships in 

both the south and the north.  By doing so, they could simultaneously separate 

themselves from church control and reach a segment of voters in the south that the 

party needed to maintain their standing as the largest party. 

The associational character of Southern Italy has been described as ―amoral 

familism‖ (Banfield 1958).  This term was first used in a study of the social organization 

of Chiaramonte in the Southern province of Potenza.  Chiaramonte, a town of 3,400 

farm labors, had no hospital or school system.  Banfield noted that residents of the town 
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were both bitter about the lack of education and health services and unwilling to 

collectively organize to do anything about it.  Banfield asked why this deprivation did not 

lead to any sort of political action that would lead to the town addressing its collective 

problems.  The answer he came up with is that citizens sought to, ―maximize the 

material, short run advantage of the nuclear family; [and] assume that all others will do 

likewise.‖ (Banfield 1958, 5) This small case study of one Southern town came to be the 

primary mechanism for understanding the political motivations of Southern Italians.  

Later studies also demonstrated that the southern part of the country lacked a ―civic 

community‖ or ―social capital‖ (Almond and Verba 1963; Putnam 1993).  This meant that 

Southern Italians were not willing to sacrifice short-term benefits in favor of long-term 

advantage.  Because of this, the DC needed to develop and use mechanisms that 

―represented‖ Southerners.  The mechanism that they used was clientelism. 

Clientelism is a term that describes the condition where the political support is 

exchanged for the unequal, or non-universalistic, distribution of public resources 

(O‘Donnell 1996).  Clientelism flourishes, ―where the quantity of social capital available 

is low, people have difficulty in protecting and advancing their interests on an organized 

basis and are therefore obliged to seek the necessary protection on an individual basis.‖ 

(Newell 2010, 157) In the Southern parts of Italy these levels of social capital existed 

and the inability to organize to pursue collective interests was pervasive, so clientelism 

found a ready home.  In the South, ―the practice developed of using state resources in 

clientelistic fashion in order to create a mass base tied materially to the Christian 

Democratic Party.  In the South, clientelism was more important than the bishops, local 

government more than Catholic associationism.‖  (Ginsborg 1990, 177)  The DC‘s 
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strategy for developing and maintaining clientelist ties in these areas was to install party 

members into positions of power within the many ―autonomous‖ public corporations that 

made up Italy‘s sottogoverno (sub-government). 

These public corporations are a distinct feature of the Italian public administration.  

Made up of some 45,000 entities these corporations are of the government but not 

technically in it.  These bodies have private shareholders, but receive state funds and 

are managed by government appointees.  They include: most of Italy‘s industrial firms, 

the major banks and credit institutions, social service agencies (pensions and welfare), 

sport, culture, and recreational organizations, theater, the opera, museums, TV and 

radio stations, universities, and hospitals (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 137).  The most 

important of these public entities, are the large state industrial corporations.  These 

state-holding companies control over 1,000 sub-entities.  The largest is the Institute for 

Industrial Reconstruction (IRI), which by the 1980s became Europe‘s largest corporation 

with over 600 holding companies containing many of the aforementioned institutions 

including: three of Italy‘s largest banks, most highways, several airports, most of the 

country‘s iron and steel production, and a number of other entities.  The IRI is only one 

state-holding company.  There is also the National Corporation for Hydrocarbons (ENI), 

which controls petroleum companies as well as the country‘s nuclear energy and 

chemical firms.  Outside of the state industrial corporations is the banking system, which 

is another important component of the sottogoverno.  All the major commercial, savings, 

and credit institutions are part of the public corporations.  Included also, outside of 

banks and state holding companies, are the pension and welfare agencies which 

manage all the various social services including welfare, social security, unemployment 
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insurance, and health benefits.  All of these public corporations were designed to be 

autonomous organizations.  Personnel were supposed to be recruited without political 

considerations and the operation of the corporations was to be free of governmental 

interference.  But, since the government maintained the ability to appoint top managers 

of these corporations the ability to influence their operation was always possible (Spotts 

and Weiser 1986, 141-143). 

The DC used the availability of this option to set up vast clientelist networks.  

Beginning in the 1950s, the party slowly installed loyalists to positions in the non-

commercial firms.  They then moved into the industrial firms and banks and by the late 

1960s IRI and ENI (and their subsidiaries), most of the banks, the social security and 

welfare agencies, and other public bodies were all in the DC‘s direct or indirect control 

(Spotts and Weiser 1986, 145).  Control of these agencies was used for a variety of 

purposes including: spending, access to credit, and discretionary powers (Ginsborg 

1990, 178).  Money could be spent on various public works projects.  At a more 

personal level, resources could be committed to hiring party member or creating posts 

for party members.  In the southern parts of the country (and to a certain extent, the 

entire country) the awarding of jobs was, 

Jobbery pure and simple.  Every country has its spoils system where at 
least some top government posts- in the US 3,000 federal positions- go to 
party supporters.  But in Italy the political-selection process was extended 
from the top to the bottom of the government and then spread into the 
public agencies, where it influenced virtually every appointment, including 
secretaries, messengers, and clerks.  In this way the sottogoverno, with its 
thousands of public entities and hundreds of thousands of jobs, was 
transformed by the Christian Democrats into the biggest pool of patronage 
in any democratic state. (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 144) 

Another means of handing out patronage through public spending was the awarding of 

pensions.  These became a very important source of income, especially in the South.  It 
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was not uncommon for a party member to have two or three pensions, doled out due 

through the aid of a party patron (Ginsborg 1990).   

Loans were another powerful mechanism for guaranteeing party loyalty.  Any 

person who needed a loan, whether a large industrial firm, a small shopkeeper, or an 

individual applying for a mortgage, had their odds of success increased if they were a 

loyal party member.  This was particularly important in the agrarian South.  Agricultural 

credits were vital to small farmers, but unless the farmer was a member of the DC or its 

ancillary group the Confederation of Small Farmers acquiring said loan became a 

difficult proposition.  If the person is a member, he may find his path to a credit eased, 

or given a favorable interest rate in exchange for continued political support for the 

party.  The ―path‖ to government action is also an important component of clientelism.  

The public administration in Italy was (and is) notoriously unwieldy.  Italians found 

themselves in a situation where the most routine of behaviors required some form of 

government sanction.  At the same time, attaining this permission required an inordinate 

amount of procedural hurdles, like a multitude of government documents and several 

approvals from multiple civil service offices.  The DC found a way to take advantage of 

this by creating recomendazione (recommendation) forms that would speed up the 

movement of papers through the bureaucracy.  For instance an Italian could go to his 

local party patron who would sign a recommendation form for him that would speed up 

the awarding of licenses (for building permits, permission for restaurants to keep 

outdoor tables, etc) and allow that client to avoid a very painful experience with the 

bureaucracy (Ginsborg 1990). 
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The party expected returns for the favors it gave out and received several from 

clients in the South.  At the most basic level, this was support on Election Day.  Even 

this was not just a simple matter of casting a vote for the DC.  Italy, until 1991, used 

preference voting in its elections.  This meant that an individual could cast a vote not 

only for the DC, but rank the candidates in order of preference10.  This gave the 

elections a personal element, which helped divide the Christian Democratic Party in to 

factions that fought over access to state resources11.  Southerners who received favors 

were expected to be members of the DC or one of its affiliate organizations as well.  At 

higher levels, the businessman or property owner looking for more elaborate 

permissions might be expected to deliver the ―bustarella‖ or envelope full of cash to his 

political patron.  This behavior would become much more important during the 1980s as 

a much more systematic and pervasive practice.  Its roots were developed by the 

Christian Democrats during the 1960s (Ginsborg 1990) 

It may seem contradictory to suggest that the clientelism that I have just described 

could be remotely considered to be a form of representation.  Both Piattoni (1998) and 

Zuckerman (1997) disagree.  Piattoni describes the form of clientelism she observes in 

Abruzzo as ―virtuous clientelism‖.  Zuckerman describes similar structures in Basilicata 

as ―enlightened clientelism‖.  Both describe a situation where patrons are ―virtuous‖ or 

―enlightened‖ and attempt to use the mechanisms of government to aid their entire 

community.  Here, the patrons extract resources from the center and distribute them to 

                                            
10

 For more on how preference voting aided clientelism in the South see Golden (2003).  This author 
makes the case that the preference vote was a key component of clientelism in Southern Italy, where 
individuals cast preferences at a much higher rate than in the North. 

11
 This is a point that I return to later when discussing the formation of coalitions and the stability of 

governments. 
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the periphery.  Clientelism can be a successful representative strategy that aids both 

patron and client when it is used to build hospitals, schools, roads, museums, shops, or 

to provide jobs, aid to the elderly, or medical care to the sick.  Not all clientelism in 

Southern Italy was a representation of these ideals, but there is a case to be made that 

it was successful.  This is a point that I return to when I discuss policy-making in a 

following section.  Representation was not only confined to the Christian Democratic 

party, but the second largest party, the PCI, also developed mechanisms to represent 

their interests even without the aid of state resources.            

Unlike the DC that heavily relied on the existing organizations of the church and 

clientelist ties cultivated by a control of the sottogoverno, the PCI had autonomous party 

organizations tied to communities where they had political strength.  While the DC relied 

extensively on church organizations and a weak, factionalized party organization 

boosted by the availability of state resources, the PCI during the 1950s boasted the 

largest communist party in the democratic world with 2,100,000 members (Ginsborg 

1990: 194) and held a membership of at least 1,500,000 members until the late 1980s.  

This is remarkable, considering that the party was left out of every governing coalition 

and had virtually no access to the clientelist state system.  The party supported their 

membership instead, with a network of organizations that were designed to bring 

members together and encourage them to extend the party‘s reach into other areas of 

civil society.  One of the largest of these organizations was the Case del Popolo 

(―Houses of the People‖).  These Houses were located mainly in the center of the 

country and in the surrounding smaller communities.  These were central meeting 

points for communities and became a place where a number of activities took place 
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including: debates and meetings, films were shown, sports and children‘s activities were 

arranged, and some even had public bath houses (Ginsborg 1990, 195).  When many of 

these ―Houses‖ were closed down (a move the DC made to counteract the communist 

strength), PCI supporters built several of their own new ―Houses‖ in an act of solidarity 

and defiance (Ginsborg 1990).   

The PCI also had significant strength in other mass organizations controlled by the 

party.  These include the National Farmer‘s League, the National Association of 

Partisans, the National Peasants‘ Alliance, and the Union of Women.  These 

organizations performed a variety of functions.  For instance Ginsborg describes the 

activities of the Union of Women on March 8 (Women‘s Day), 

The local girls‘ choir and ballet gave a performance and the trousseaus of 
the members who were to be married that year were put on display.  Other 
activities included petitions for public housing and for peace, the selling of 
the journal Noi Donne, assistance to the older and sick women during the 
winter months, solidarity with women workers sacked at the local shoe 
factory, the organization of children‘s camp by the sea, [and] bus trips to the 
sea. (Ginsborg 1990, 196) 

Other than the organizations, the PCI maintained an extensive communication 

operation.  Their daily paper, l‘Unita, distributed over 1,000,000 journals every Sunday 

and the party published several journals (Rinascita, Politica ed Economia, or Studi 

Storici), which received critical praise.   

The activities of the DC and PCI described here are examples of how the Italian 

party system went much further than pure ideological representation.  Both parties (and 

to a lesser extent, all parties) developed close communal ties to their supporters.  But, 

descriptions of these activities are not sufficient to understand the extent to which the 

parties permeated all aspects of society.  I have already mentioned that the DC firmly 

implanted itself in the sottogoverno and that the PCI developed extensive associational 
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ties with their supporters, but the importance of parties needs to be stressed further.  

Identification with a party meant participation in particular political or social groups, 

recreational clubs and also helped to define where you got your information.  

Membership in either the DC or PCI could conceivably mean that an individual woke up 

read the party newspaper or watched the news on the party controlled TV station, went 

to work at a job they received from a party recommendation, had coffee at the party-

controlled bar, or might take a vacation on a party sponsored and organized trip.  Voting 

and joining a particular party was more than a signaling of support for a particular policy 

package, it a ―voto di appartenenza‖ or a vote of belonging (Parisi and Pasquino 

1980)12.   

At this point the first elements of the proportional model have been met.  The 

electoral system in Italy provides for a proportional distribution of votes to seats.  This is 

evidenced by the low levels of disproportionality reported in the election results from 

1948 to 1992.  The next step in the model is the relationship between proportionality 

and the number of ideological diverse political parties in the system.  This condition has 

also been met as the Italian party system included parties on the right and center-right 

(MSI, PRI, and PLI), the center and center left (DC, PSDI), and the left (PSI, PCI).  

Parties also went above and beyond in terms of ―representing‖ their supporters.  The 

DC had a dual strategy of using church-sponsored organizations in the North and 

clientelism in the South to represent their supporters‘ interests.  The PCI, without the 

use of clientelism and the state apparatus, developed close relationships with workers 

groups and civic organizations in order to cultivate strong representative relationships.  

                                            
12

 Voting and party membership is a point I return to later when I discuss declining levels of 
representation in Italy. 
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The next step in the model is to determine whether representation extended into the 

actual decision-making processes of government.  In most cases, the logical place to 

look is the make-up of governing coalitions.  A cursory glance at how governments 

formed and collapsed in Italy might lead to the premature conclusion that this is where 

the model falls apart.  But, there are several reasons that I believe that the proportional 

model is still successful.  The main reason is that decision-making did include a number 

of ―representative agents‖ even if particular parties were continually left out of 

government. 

The Formation of Governments and Transformismo, 1948-1979 

The most oft-repeated criticism of Italian democracy is the complete lack of 

government stability.  Governments rose and fell, on average, every 11 months from 

1948-1992.  This would seem to be a problematic occurrence for the models that I draw 

and a boon to the critics of proportional electoral systems.  As a reminder, the 

proportional model suggests that increases proportionality in the electoral system leads 

to an increase in ideologically diverse political parties as well as an increase in the 

number of ―representative agents‖ in the decision-making process.  Critics of 

proportional elections point out that such ideological diversity leads to unmanageable 

coalition governments that can not hold themselves together or make decisions with all 

interests included.  This would be a concern if the coalition governments during the First 

Republic were central in the decision-making processes, but they were not.  Decision-

making did include many ―representative agents‖ and there are a number of reasons 

that this is the case.  These reasons lie in the nature of different elements of the party 

system, the institutional rules, and the internal divisiveness of the DC.  The logic behind 



 

199 

the process of representation in decision-making without understanding these 

conditions is impossible.  

The party system itself contributed due to the actual and perceived commitments 

of the PCI and MSI (as well as the PSI pre-1962).  Both of these parties were 

considered to be ―anti-system‖.  The PCI was considered to be a threat because of its 

stated belief in ―structural and permanent‖ chance to the Italian democratic and 

economic order (Newell 2000, 47).  The MSI was considered to be supportive of a 

return to the more authoritarian practices of the fascist regime since the party was 

originally formed by Mussolini‘s former generals.  As a result, parties that garnered up to 

40% support on Election Day were subject to the convention ad excludendum and were 

left out of every post-war government.  This left the DC, as the largest party, in a 

position where they had to be the center of every government, either as a minority 

government or by adding one or all of the smaller ―lay-parties‖ (PLI, PRI, PSDI) to the 

coalition.  Governments formed in this manner, but describing how decisions were 

reached requires more explanation.  There are several institutional features of Italian 

democracy that prevented the government from being the central, representational 

figure in decision-making. 

The constitution adopted in 1948 was highly influenced by the historical legacies 

that preceded it and by the interests of the parties that drafted the document.  The 

historical legacy of fascism and the prevention of a strong leader like Mussolini can be 

seen in the constitution.  The DC and the PCI, the two largest parties, also were 

concerned with what would happen if the other received a majority of seats in both 

chambers.  The result was a founding document filled with institutional rules that sought 
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to restrain centralized power and guarantee a government subordinate to parliament.  

One of these rules was the vote of no-confidence granted to parliament.  This type of 

confidence vote allowed parliament to dismiss the government without offering a 

replacement, like Germany‘s constructed vote of no-confidence13.  Another was the 

liberal use of secret ballots for all manner of legislative votes (actual legislation or 

procedural votes).  This meant that the government had no mechanism for whipping 

votes among its members (Hine 1993).  Also, individual members had fairly 

considerable powers to slow down the legislative process.  It took relatively few 

members to prevent the stream-lining of the legislative process14.  Most legislation was 

passed through one of the stream-lined procedures, due to the inordinately difficultly 

passing laws through normal channels15.  The institutional rules and nature of the party 

system left governments in a weak position to take the lead in the decision-making 

processes.  Another reason was the nature of the DC.     

The oft-critiqued instability of Italian governments was due to the nature of the 

party responsible for forming governments in the first place.  The DC was rife with 

factions that originally reflected the ideological and social differences within the party.   

                                            
13

 Germany‘s constructed vote of no-confidence is an exception, comparatively speaking.  I mention it 
here as an institutional rule that might have provided for additional stability.  

14
 One of these stream-lined procedures is the ability of the chambers to grant the permanent committees 

the ability to pass laws without returning the legislation to the whole house for approval. Others are the 
various delegations that can be given to the government to pass legislation, again without the final 
approval of both chambers.  For more see Di Palma (1976), Della Salla (1993), and Kreppel (2009).  
Further discussion of the types of policies passed through these procedures can be found in a following 
section. 

15
 The conventional legislative procedure is long and complex.  To describe briefly, the constitution 

requires, any bill be examined by a committee, a vote taken on every article, and then a final vote on all 
bills submitted to either of the chambers.  The process of transferring of a proposal from one chamber to 
another has to be repeated as many times as necessary until identical texts are passed by a formal 
conclusive vote of both parliamentary branches.   For a complete description and model of this procedure 
see Cotta and Verzichelli (2007, 145). 
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This phenomenon was largely set in motion during the 1950s with the 
country‘s economic boom and in particular the rapid expansion of the state 
industries, which enticed party groups to develop their own centers of 
economic power.  There have been least seven major factions, at times as 
many as a dozen.  With their own organization and funds, faction leaders 
have their own supporters, territorial bases, and links to organizational 
interests. (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 29) 

The preference vote aided and exacerbated the behavior of the factions within the DC.  

Faction leaders had to be seen as ―delivering the spoils‖ in order to maintain their 

positions16.  Because of this, factions constantly fought over control of governmental 

posts, positions in the sottogoverno, and state resources.  It was the factions that 

selected the party leaders that served in government and they did by a precise formula 

that allocated positions based on factional strength within the party.  This was 

complicated by the fact that the factions were, ―amoeba-like organisms, the factions 

themselves have been in a constant state of change- growing, dividing, dissolving, and 

regrouping while changing names, members, and policies.‖ (Spotts and Weiner 1986, 

29) When a faction increased its relative strength within the party, it expected that their 

control of state resources would similarly increase.  The frequent collapse of 

governments was a byproduct of this type of factionalism.  Government ―crises‖ were a 

means for different factions within the DC to take control of the state apparatus based 

on their relative strength at the time.  Governments fell apart and reformed with 

regularity, but with a total lack of any kind of renewal.  Essentially, the governmental 

collapses were a reshuffling of the same deck of cards.     

All of these conditions including: the nature of the party system, the institutional 

rules to prevent consolidated power, and the internal characteristics of the weak DC-led 

                                            
 



 

202 

governments.  These governments certainly were not in a position to develop and enact 

a coherent legislative agenda.  This meant that the important decisions in parliament 

were made outside of government.  For anything to get accomplished in this 

environment there had to be broad-based consensus among the political parties.  In 

order to do this the parties turned to a tradition established in during the liberal regime 

of the late 18th and early 19th century called transformismo (transformism).  This is the 

practice of setting aside ideologies in order to create broad-based, temporary coalitions 

between elites in order to deliver clientelistic benefits to the areas they represented.  

From 1948-1979, transformismo was the principle governing philosophy of Italian 

political parties.  This was especially true for the PCI since they had no real chance of 

entering the government in an official capacity and because of that had no incentive to 

behave as a true opposition party.  They made a calculation that the only way to 

influence the country‘s political life was to play a responsible role in parliament.  Due to 

the institutional rules I describe above, the PCI could have effectively blocked much of 

the government‘s legislative program or any attempts to streamline the process through 

committee.  Instead, the PCI supported almost 75% of the government‘s legislation (at 

times this number reached 90%) (Di Palma 1976; Spotts and Weiser 1986, 113).  In 

return, the parties in government assisted the PCI in passing a number of their private 

member bills.  Through this type of cooperation, the two largest parties were able to 

service their respective constituencies.   

Evidence of transformismo occurred from the creation of the republic until the late 

1970s.  There were three periods.  The first occurred in the 1950s, where the DC was 

the sole party in a minority government or formed governments with the smaller lay 
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parties (PRI, PLI, or PSDI).  During this time, the PCI and DC engaged in fierce 

ideological fights in public, but this did not prevent transformismo, and ultimately the PCI 

supported both the existence of the minority government, but as mentioned 70% of the 

government‘s legislative program (Spotts and Weiser 1986: 113).  In fact, the opinions 

of the PCI were more important than those of the lay parties that were actually in the 

coalition.  The second period was during the 1960s when the PSI entered into a 

coalition with the DC to form the first center-left government of the First Republic.  In 

1963, the PSI went from an illegitimate party to a member of the government, without 

any change in ideological commitment.  In 1976, the DC and PCI formed a ―Historic 

Compromise‖ where the PCI was granted significant institutional positions in parliament 

and the sottogoverno in exchange for supporting the DC-led minority government.  This 

is the purest example of transformismo, where an agreement was reached with an 

ideologically unacceptable party that allowed the PCI to serve in the government, 

without actually serving in the government.  These are just examples of opposition 

parties being persuaded to participate in the governing of the country.  It also 

established the DC as the sole mediator between the different parties.  While not 

perfect, I believe this behavior encapsulates the representative process identified in the 

proportional model since, 

transformismo has had the advantage of generating governments well 
calibrated to the political mood of the moment and the balance of power 
within and among the political parties.  But, because the majority can not or 
will not govern without the acquiescence of the minority, Italy moves only 
when there is massive consensus- sometimes quantified as around 80 
percent of the parliamentary forces. (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 115) 

Ideally, a proportional electoral system would lead to an ideologically diverse 

coalition government.  But, the model that I drew does not require it, what it does 



 

204 

require are representative-agents involved in the decision-making process.  Since 

governments were weak and often fell apart and reformed, due to the nature of the 

party system, the institutional rules in place, and the fragmented nature of the DC the 

Italian legislature had to find alternative means to cooperate.  The answer was 

transformismo, where large majority ―coalitions‖ had to be pieced together in order to 

forward any programs.  At this point, I believe the conditions of the proportional model 

have been met.  Italy had a proportional electoral system that delivered proportional 

results and an ideological diverse party system.  These parties found means to 

―represent‖ the interests of their constituents, the DC through Catholic association and 

clientelism and the PCI through ancillary organizations.  In the legislature, parties used 

transformismo to consider the broadest possible coalition to pass any legislative 

program.  I have discussed how parties behaved procedurally, but the proportional 

model also suggests that parties have to produce legislation or ―good policy‖ as well.  

The next section details the types of policies the Italian legislature produced from 1948-

1979. 

Policy in Italy: 1948-1979 

At first glance, it might seem that the Italian political system would have an 

impossible time functioning.  The combination of ideologically diverse parties, weak 

governments, instability, and the amount of support needed to forward legislation would 

not seem to be the most conducive to effective policy-making17.  Most scholars criticize 

the effectiveness of the Italian legislature.  The main complaints refer to the clientelistic 

nature of the policies passed (Di Palma 1976; Golden 2003) or the tendency of elites to 
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 This is exactly why Duverger (1984) argues against adopting proportional-style electoral systems and 
advocates majoritarian rules.  For more information see Chapter 2. 
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punt on the major issues of the day, kicking the can down the road rather than dealing 

with pressing issues of society (Bull and Newell 2005; Newell 2000; Newell 2010).  This 

section takes a different approach and argues that while imperfect, the Italian legislature 

was able to actually make significant policy achievements.  One of the ways for doing 

this was a government through consensus and the use of decentralized procedures like 

the committee system to pass legislation that serviced the parties‘ respective clientelist 

bases.  This legislation might have been clientelistic, but that does not mean that it was 

not effective.  Even without the committees, the Italian legislature passed significant 

measures in the areas of education, infrastructure, social services, and even economic 

austerity.  These achievements were done (out of necessity) with wide-spread 

agreement among the political parties.  This section details how the Italian legislature 

was able to use committees as well as transformismo to pass legislation before 1979. 

Committees 

Before explaining how parties used the committee system in Italy, a brief 

discussion of the Italian constitutional and political institutions is a necessity.  The Italian 

Republic was created in the aftermath of WWII and sought, above all things, to prevent 

a return to fascism.  The institutions and structures that were designed had the twin 

goals of operating efficiently, while stopping the rise of an authoritarian leader.  Because 

of this, the Italian Constitution includes contradictory characteristics especially in the 

legislative process.  The Constitution provides different legislative procedures which 

favor decentralization namely the passage of laws through the committees, and the 

more centralized decision-making by the government and executive through decree 

laws (both legislative and executive) (Kreppel 2009).  This section deals with 

committees.  I argue that the committees, since their use requires wide-spread 
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agreement, can be used as an example of cooperation among the political parties.  

Later, I use the rise of the use of the emergency decrees as an example that 

cooperation in the policy-making process, especially during the 1980s, was lost.   

The most widely used of the decentralized procedures in the Italian Constitution is 

the use of committees in law-making.  Article 72 of the Constitution requires all 

legislative proposals be first considered and approved in committee before going to the 

full Chamber for a vote.  The legislature can also decide to give the committees the 

power to bass binding legislation without sending the final bill to the whole floor for a 

vote (Della Salla 1993; Di Palma 1976; Kreppel 2009).  More centralized procedures are 

included in Articles 76 and 77 of the Constitution.  The first of these is the ability of the 

legislature to delegate power to the government with clear, explicit guidelines for the 

purpose, scope, and length of such delegations (Kreppel 2009, 190).  These emergency 

decrees go into effect for 60 days, but must be presented to the entire legislature the 

same day for approval.  If they are not converted within that time frame the decrees lose 

all authority from the initial date of declaration.   

These are some examples of how the Italian Constitution impacts policy-making.  

Some argue that the use of these constitutional procedures are an indication that 

effective, coherent policy-creating legislature did not exist (Di Palma 1976).  

Governments, critics suggest, were simply unable to present a series of policies to the 

full legislature for an up and down vote.  Forced to use the committees, all the 

government could do was enact legislation that was the ―lowest-common‖ denominator, 

meaning that committees were used to pass clientelistic bills that all parties could agree 

on.  I forward a different view.  Yes, committees were used to pass clientelistic bills, but 
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that does not mean that these bills were not effective or that the normal legislative 

procedure could be used in the alternative. 

The primary mechanism for passing legislation from 1948 to 1972 was through 

committees18.  As I mention earlier, committees could be empowered to pass legislation 

without the full approval of the Chambers.  During this time period 75% of all legislation 

was passed through committees without going to the full floor for a full vote (Kreppel 

2009, 192).  This procedure allowed the Italian legislature to pass a staggering number 

of laws over 8,000 were passed from 1948 to 1972.  This begs the question, how do we 

reconcile the image of the Italian legislature as an ineffectual body incapable of action? 

One of the most common explanations is that the legislation that is passed through 

committees are small, clientelistic laws that have a narrow, targeted interest.  These 

―leggine‖ or ―small laws‖, would be important for the preservation of private interests.  

Individual members pursue leggine to satisfy their constituency and are usually allowed 

through committee through something akin to Senatorial courtesy (Di Palma 1976; 

Golden 2003).  These scholars attribute the necessity of these laws to the features of 

the system.  Since governments are so weak, they need a grand coalition to pass 

legislation through the normal procedure.  This requires agreement across vast 

ideological divides.  Major legislative programs need the support of both the PCI and 

DC.  An alternative to this is to merely pass these smaller, target laws that all sides can 

agree upon easily rather than take up the more difficult issues that require compromise. 

                                            
18

 This may seem to place Italian committees on par with other legislatures with strong committees like 
the United States.  To say that committees in Italy are strong is a mistake.  Committee offices are 
cramped, understaffed, and short of resources.  Committee assignments are not usually sought after by 
Italian MP‘s and positions are usually given out on a rotational basis.  Compared with the lavish offices, 
fulltime professional staff, and draconian seniority system that embody the US legislative committees, the 
Italian committee system pales in comparison and lags well behind (Della Salla 1993) 
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There is divided opinion about the nature of these laws, however.  Kreppel (1997) 

challenges the prevailing wisdom by suggesting that leggine are merely low-cost pieces 

of legislation which is why they pass through committee without dissent.  These bills, 

she argues, may very well deal with substantive issues rather than clientelistic ones.  

Golden (2003) takes a more traditional analysis suggesting that Kreppel‘s, 

―interpretation, is not based on any new analysis of actual legislative content and stands 

in sharp contrast to existing, analysis of content.‖ (197) It should be noted that Golden‘s 

critique, while taking the traditional view, does not offer any new analysis of the laws 

either.  The position I take in this work is that clientelism is a large part of the Italian 

political culture of representation (especially in the South).  Legislation passed in 

committees may very well be low cost, clientelistic, and substantive as well.  Take for 

instance, in the US context, the yearly passage of transportation and highway funds.  

These bills are often seen as ―clientelistic‖, since they service particular states.  But, 

while the improvement of Interstate 95 in Florida does benefit Floridians, it also benefits 

anyone else who wants to drive to Miami or Disney world.  The idea that clientelism and 

universal benefits are mutually exclusive is false in my view. 

The idea that clientelism can be combined with universal benefits is not only my 

view it is the opinion of Italian scholars as well (Piattoni 1998; Zuckerberg 1997).  

Clientelism that services a ―universal‖ constituency, as I describe in a previous section, 

has been described as ―virtuous‖ or ―enlightened‖.  In Zuckerberg‘s study of the DC‘s 

policies in Basilica, the author details how clientelism was combined with welfare politics 

to create something positive for the region.  Leggine were used to extract resources 

from Rome and use them in the region to build highways, hospitals, schools, and to 
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provide welfare and jobs.  Piattoni demonstrates how something similar happened in 

Abruzzo.  Further evidence is provided by Ginsborg (1990) who describes how the DC 

used the state-agencies I describe earlier as a means to improve conditions in the 

country.  One in particular, the Cassa (or fund), founded in 1950, was an extensive 

public-works program, concentrated on the rural areas of the South.  In the first 10 

years of the Cassa, extensive funding for the building of irrigation infrastructure, roads, 

and aqueducts and drains was authorized.  Some of the achievements were notable, 

―the road-building programme carried out by the Cassa [were judged] to have been the 

single most important contribution to ending the South‘s isolation since the railway 

construction of the first decades after reunification.‖ (Ginsborg 1990, 162)  During the 

same time period one of the state enterprises, ENI, built an unparalleled industrial force 

within the state sector.  ENI was a holding company that eventually controlled, through 

5 major operating companies a staggering number of activities.  These included control 

of petrochemicals and construction, textiles, nuclear power and research (Ginsborg 

1990, 163). 

The success of some of the state-sector enterprises coupled with the need for 

―jobbery‖ and the doling out of public-sector jobs to political supporters created a vicious 

circle.   

Legislators and bureaucrats had an incentive to produce government 
services in an excessively bureaucratized manner.  To do so raised the 
demand for facilitation services.  The electoral process did not check this 
tendency because voters faced a prisoner‘s dilemma in choosing among 
candidates.  If voters disapprove of excessive bureaucratization, electing a 
legislator who attacks bureaucratic inefficiency… would produce a much 
less effective facilitator.  As the public bureaucracy grows larger, the 
importance of facilitation grows, and a legislator who is a good facilitator will 
be increasingly likely to be re-elected. (Fiorina and Noll 1978, 257) 
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As a result, the public bureaucracy became larger and larger.  When this was controlled 

by the DC and the economy was growing, this was not problematic.  During the 1980s, 

when the DC lost control over the state apparatus, the politicization of the bureaucracy 

led to devastating problems for the existing political order.    

Over time, the clientelistic policies pursued by the Italian legislature were 

damaging, but in the 1950s and ‗60s they supported the process of representation.  

Because of this, immediately rejecting all of the leggine out of hand because of their 

flaws is misguided.  Yes there were abuses, but there were successes as well.  Through 

a combination of leggine and normal legislation, the Italians were able to accomplish a 

great deal.  Parties in Italy were also able to accomplish these things through 

consensus, certainly imperfect compromises, but accomplishments none the less.  It is 

my contention that a broader look at policy in Italy before the 1980s is necessary before 

we can understand what changed and why electoral system took place when it did (and 

not years before).                      

Policy-Accomplishments, 1948-1979 

At the end of WWII, Italy stood as an occupied nation facing an economic 

collapse.  By the 1980s the Italians could boast the seventh largest economy in the 

world (Newell 2010)19.  At the same time, the per capita income was right near the 

bottom alongside lesser developed countries like Spain, Portugal, or Greece.  By the 

1980s, Italians ranked higher than France and Belgium, trailing only England 

(LaPalombara 1987).  I hold that this could not be accomplished without some serious 

                                            
19

 Some actually believe that due to the ―hidden‖ nature of much of Italy‘s economy their actual rank by 
the 1980s was somewhere closer to 5 (LaPalombara 1987; Newell 2010).  
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policy achievements.  This sections detail some of those achievements and how they 

run counter to the general conclusions often made about the state of the country. 

One of the great achievements made during this 30 year time period was in the 

areas of education, health, welfare, and housing.  After WWII, some areas of the 

country (especially in the South) had over a 90% illiteracy rate.  By 1980, illiteracy was 

all but eliminated.  Much of this improvement can be attributed to the development of 

mandatory universal education for the young as well as highly successful literacy 

programs for those older members of the population.  During the 1970s alone, Italian 

universities opened up at a remarkable pace as the number of students enrolled in 

higher education increased 12 times (LaPalombara 1987, 163).  In the area of health, 

the parliament passed universal health insurance in 1978.  Although in the US, the 

welfare state is considered to be a pejorative, Italians were out in front on providing 

services to the unemployed and poor.  During the 1960s, the Italian legislature put a 

floor on poverty levels.  It also established an interesting means to increase the wages 

of average workers.  In the mid-1970s, parliament reconfigured the scala mobile 

(escalator clause), which turned out to be one of the most effective means for 

redistributing income.  The result of the law was to reduce the gap between rich and 

poor (LaPalombara 1987, 164).   In the area of housing, Italians established some of the 

renter-friendly policies in the world.  Rents were controlled allowing for more affordable 

housing prices and renter standards were set at a very high level.   

All of these policies were achieved in a political environment that has been 

described as ―polarized‖.  One time period in particular demonstrates how parties, at 

times, could set aside their differences and achieve agreement on major issues of the 
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day.  One of these periods happened following the elections of 1976, when the DC‘s 

electoral support fell to 37.7% while support for the PCI increased to 34.4%.  These 

elections were preceded by a vote in local elections in 1975 where PCI support 

increased 6% to 33.4% only 2% behind the DC and a vote in European elections where 

the PCI vote trumped the DC 33.4% to 33% (McCarthy 1996, 103-104).  These election 

results coincided with the country facing serious economic problems including the rising 

national debt and a flagging economic growth due to the recent world-wide oil shocks.  

The country needed action and the DC and PCI decided to form a government of 

national solidarity.  This ―historic compromise‖ essentially brought the Communists into 

government, without actually serving in the government.  Since the PCI was officially 

barred from governing, they had no ministers in the government, but supported the DC‘s 

legislative program. 

One of the major accomplishments of the ―historic compromise‖ was in dealing 

with some of the economic crises facing the nation.  The Andreotti government, 

supported by the PCI implemented a series of austerity measures.  These included 

raising interest rates from 12 to 15%, tighter limits were placed on the acquisition of 

foreign currency, prices were increased on government-controlled items like tobacco, 

petrol, telephone services, and electricity, as well as modifications made in the wage 

indexing system (which I have mentioned) (McCarthy 1997, 112).  By 1977, the balance 

of the country‘s payments were no longer in the red, foreign debts that were amassed 

from 1973 to 1976 were paid off, and investments country-wide increased.  The ―historic 

compromise‖ was in the best tradition of transformismo with ideology being set aside 

this time for the good of the country rather than the delivery of spoils. 
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Some might suggest that I paint a rosy picture of the accomplishments of Italian 

policy-makers and perhaps there is some truth to that claim.  But, considering the, 

―words and phrases used to describe [Italian democracy] include, but are not limited to, 

these: fragmentation, helplessness, paralysis, immobilism, confusion, lack of direction, 

polarization, indecision, scandal, corruption, apathy, alienation, venality, bad judgment, 

[and] incapacity,‖ (LaPalombara 1987, 161) a little balance might be in order.  The 

Italian legislature had to deal with a rapidly modernizing, secularizing country that grew 

economically 5% annually, and was able to deal with a remarkable number of issues 

despite political institutions that were not ideal and a divided party system (Newell 

2010).  Despite these hindrances, Italians have dealt with matters of serious import to 

the country.   Some of these have included difficult social questions pertaining to labor 

relations, divorce, abortion, university and educational reform, creation of a national 

health service, rent control, as well as the creation of public financing for political 

parties.  Parliament was also a place where national issues were discussed, and 

provided a forum for the communist and fascists, who in other contexts have become 

violent anti-system forces that could threaten the existing democratic order rather than 

participating in it.  Rarely have scholars pointed to these facts to remind others that the 

legislature seemed, ―no longer just an ‗arena‘ for ideological clashes, but an institution in 

which political decisions can be produced in responses to demands originated in other 

parts of the political system.‖ (Leonardi, Nanetti, and Pasquino 1978, 168)     

To summarize, the Italian proportional electoral system performed as it was 

intended.  Proportional elections led to proportional electoral outcomes, evidenced by 

the difference between the percentages of seats to the percentage of votes was 
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relatively small.  These outcomes allowed for an ideologically diverse party system, 

which meant that the process of representation in terms of different point of views was 

satisfied.  Parties also developed alternate means of representation.  For instance, the 

DC and PCI used ancillary organizations like Catholic and labor groups to build their 

memberships.  The DC also used different representational strategies in the South 

where the organizational norms were different.  Governments were consistently formed 

around the DC, but the strategy of governing and policy-making followed the practice of 

transformismo in which parties form broad alliances, across ideologically lines to 

govern.  The legislature was able to use committees to service their clientelist bases.  

Also, the legislature was able to pass significant legislation, contrary to popular beliefs 

about the efficacy of policy-making in Italy.  At this point what remains is to describe 

how the steps in the model led to higher levels of support.   

Like Chapter 3 on New Zealand, I demonstrate how support declined when there 

were process and policy changes following the 1970s.  To foreshadow, the character of 

representation changed in two different ways.  The first was the decline the 

organizational groups that the parties had come to rely.  The second had to do with the 

type of coalitions were formed and the amount of cross-party cooperation that existed in 

the past.  Finally, I examine briefly the inability the legislature had dealing with the 

pressing issues of the day. 

The Changing Nature of Representation in Italy 

The previous section demonstrates how Italians were represented by their political 

parties.  Specifically, I use the DC and the PCI as example of how parties represented 

their constituents both socially and through policies, whether clientelistic or substantive.  
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This section describes what changed in the process of representation and why that was 

the case. 

Before going into detail about representation, I would like to examine some data 

that give some indication that something has changed with regard to the relationship 

between political parties and the public.  The first is the over decline in electoral support 

for the two largest parties, the DC and the PCI.  One of the more interesting features of 

Italian voting behavior is that there was little volatility.  People tended to go to the polls 

and vote for the same parties over and over again.  For instance, the DC‘s electoral 

support totaled 38.3% in 1963, 39.1% in 1968, 38.7% in 1972, and 38.3% in 1976.  

Considering the level of ―instability‖ of governments and the reported ―crises‖ that took 

place, this is a remarkably consistent result.  The PCI was more successful in bringing 

in new voters during this time.  The party increased its vote share in every election, 

rising from 25.3% in 1963 to a high of 34.4% in 1976.  After this election both parties, 

who represented the two largest subcultures and dominated Italian politics for close to 

30 years, began to lose electoral support.  The DC‘s support fell from 38.3% in 1976 to 

29.7% in 1992, the PCI‘s support fell from 34.4% in 1976 to 26.6% in 198720.  For 

complete election results see Table 4-1. 

The decline in support for the two largest parties was a boon for the non-cartel 

parties.  These are the parties outside of the traditional cartel parties (DC, PCI, PSI, 

PSDI, PLI, and PRI) who were the effective parties of government.  These were the 

parties that could serve in government or the PCI that were vital to its functioning.  
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 By the 1992 election, the PCI split into two separate parties, the PDS (Democratic Party of the Left) and 
the RC (Communist Refoundation).  These two parties won 16.1% and 5.6% respectively in the 1992 
election.  The combination of the two parties‘ support represented a 4.9% drop in support from the 
previous election. 
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Parties of the ―non-cartel‖ variety had views that could be considered anti-status quo.  

On this list of parties includes the Neo-fascists, Radicals, Monarchists, the Northern 

League and La Rete to name several. Some of the ideological positions held by these 

parties included: undermining any legislative actions (the Radicals), secession for the 

Northern regions (Northern League), a return to a constitutional monarchy 

(Monarchists), and an outspoken anti-mafia party (La Rete).  What all the parties shared 

was distaste for the clientelistic practices and bargaining of the cartel parties.  In the 

Chamber of Deputies support for ―non-cartel‖ parties rose from a total of 10% in 1979, 

to 12.8% in 1983, 14.0% in 1987, and 19.9% in 1992 (Bardi 2002, 56).  The willingness 

of the voting public to cast support for ―non-cartel‖ parties increased the number of 

effective political parties from 3.5 in 1976 to 6.4 in 1992 (Bardi 2002, 52).  The rise in 

the number of parties and the willingness to vote for them are indications that the votes 

of Italians were increasingly up for grabs.  Further evidence that this was the case is 

demonstrated in the rise in voter volatility which increased from 4.9 in 1972 to 14.2 in 

1992 (Bardi 2002, 52). 

These are merely rough sketches of an electorate that was changing, especially 

with regard to the relationship between voters and political parties.  Although long-term 

party identification data are virtually non-existent, the patchwork data that do exist all 

suggest the same thing: party identification severely diminished after 1976 (Mannheimer 

1989; Schmitt and Homberg 1995).  One of the few consistent survey items is from the 

Eurobarometer which measures the level of attachment to one of the political parties.   

A respondent who either identified with parties or called themselves ―strong‖ identifiers 
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has declined significantly since the 1970s.  A depiction of these results is displayed in 

Figure 4-1. 

This reason that I list the decline in support for the DC and PCI, the rise in support 

for ―non-cartel‖ parties, the rise in volatility and effective number of parties, as well as 

falling levels of partisan attachment is to demonstrate that there was a change in 

representation in Italy after the mid-1970s.  What remains is to explain what this change 

was and why it happened.  It is my belief that while the electoral system continued to do 

its job, the representative features of the system changed.  They changed in three main 

ways: the DC and PCI could no longer count on their traditional bases of support, 

corruption replaced clientelism as the prevailing process which undermined 

representation, and the types of coalitions that were formed were different than in the 

past.  What also changed was the legislature‘s ability to deal with the pressing issues of 

the day.  The following sections detail this changes and how they related to the decline 

in support and a change in electoral system. 

Changes in Process: The Loss of Representation, 1979-1992 

In an earlier section I explain how the DC and the PCI, as the two largest parties 

representing the two largest sub-cultures, used ancillary organizations to represent their 

respective constituencies.  The DC relied on Catholic groups in the North and extensive 

clientelist relationships in the South to maintain consistent electoral support before 

1976.  For various reasons, the strength of the Catholic associations waned, which led 

to a loss of control of clientelistic structures, which led to an overall decline in electoral 

support.  The PCI was always in a difficult political situation as a party permanently 

barred from governing.  Unlike the DC, the groups associated with the PCI did not lose 

membership, but the party itself lost membership over time.  The reason for this is the 
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choices the party made during the ―historic compromise‖.  Up until that point, the party 

gained membership and electoral support, but by entering into an agreement with the 

DC, the party alienated many of its core constituents.  The following years saw a decline 

in both the party‘s membership and its share of the vote.  This section details the 

separation of both the DC and the PCI from their respective bases of representation. 

The DC relied on three things for its electoral support: Catholicism, clientelism, 

and anti-communism.  The original basis for DC electoral success was the sustained 

support of Catholics.  One of the most distinguishing features of DC voters was their 

commitment to Catholic religious values.  As church attendance went up individuals 

were more likely to vote for the DC.  The party itself did not have a strong organizational 

basis and instead it relied on ancillary Catholic organizations like Catholic Action and 

the Civic Committees for assistance during election season.  The strength of these 

organizations declined by the 1970s due to a rapid period of modernization and the 

ensuing secularization of society.  The 1950s and ‗60s were a time of economic growth, 

technological growth, and migration.  Younger Italians were afforded educational 

opportunities, which dramatically increased literacy.  The television became a fixture in 

most Italian homes during this time period as well.  Also, Italians were increasingly 

mobile as millions of Southerners moved to the North for employment opportunities. 

Traditional, religious ties were being replaced by a more modern, secular society.  The 

strength of the DC was eroded because of two major components of this modernization 

and secularization process: the decline in the number of Italians who considered 

themselves religious and the decline of religious practices even among those who 

considered themselves Catholic (Pasquino 1980, 92).  Overall by the 1970s, fewer 
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Italians attended church which diminished the influence that the Catholic hierarchy had 

on people‘s voting behavior.   

This process of secularization and the decline in importance of religious attitudes 

had a visible effect on the membership of important Catholic organizations.  For 

instance, Catholic Action, a group that the DC relied on heavily for electoral support as 

well as the recruitment of party figures, had almost 3,000,000 members in the 1950s, 

but by the late ‗70s, that number dropped to close to 600,000 (Pasquino 1980, 93).  The 

Italian Christian‘s Workers‘ Association‘s membership dropped from 1,000,000 

members to 400,000 in the same period.  One of the fundamental pillars of DC support 

was now eroded.  With this came a loss of electoral support and therefore a loosening 

of the party‘s grip on state resources21.  The party still relied on staunch anti-

communism during the 1980s to hold on what remained of its electoral support.  The 

transformation of the PCI in the late 1980s would make this last component irrelevant.   

The PCI became two separate parties in the early 1990s.  One party, the 

Democratic Party of the Left (PDS) wanted a break from the communist past.  The more 

hard-line communists formed the Communist Refoundation (RC).  The transformation of 

the party was in response to the end of the Cold War, but also due to larger issues of 

representation that plagued the parties since the ―historic compromise‖.  Unlike the DC, 

prior to 1976, the PCI‘s support and membership experienced revitalization.  The kind of 

secularization and modernization that hurt the DC, proved to be a boon to the PCI, 

whose main basis of support was from intellectuals and members of the working class.  

From 1970 to 1976, the party increased its membership about 300,000 members to 
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1,800,000 members (Hine 1993, 114).  Between 1972 and 1976 the party also 

increased its vote share 7.4%.  The party‘s activities included,  

a strong presence in the trade-union movement, especially in the three 
largest confederations.  It has a major stake in the cooperative movement, 
and in various other commercial enterprises.  It mounts an ambitious 
program of summer festivals which are cross between popular cultural 
gatherings and political propaganda.  And it takes very seriously its role of 
political education and stimulant to social and economic policy research, 
running regular party schools, research institutes, conferences, and so on. 
(Hine 1993, 115) 

Their electoral success can be attributed to their strong organization and support 

from their traditional work-class base.  But, the party always faced an organizational 

dilemma.  They were criticized by the DC as an anti-system party committed to 

fundamental change of the Italian state, while their legislative behavior could be 

described as cooperative and responsible (Newell 2010).  The party seemed stuck 

between its ideological branding as being supportive of change and its desire to be 

taken seriously in the legislature.  This contradiction continually plagued the party and is 

represented best by the failures of the ―historic compromise‖ and the resulting damage 

suffered by the party in the ensuing years. 

After the 1976 election, the DC and PCI came to an agreement where the PCI 

would support a DC-led government as a member of the government outside of the 

government.  The Communists justified this decision by saying that the country was 

facing a crisis that could topple the entire constitutional order.  The economic situation 

in the country was dire, with mounting public debt, increasing inflation, and low 

economic growth.  This economic situation, they believed, required reformist policies 

and a program of austerity.  The party felt that the country could not afford to wait for an 

outright victory of the left or the creation of a more neutral bureaucracy.  ―Only a 
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national unity coalition, the Communist leadership argued, could expect to gain broad 

consent from diverse strata of the population necessary to undertake the social policies 

the crisis required.‖ (Lange 1980, 127)   

The interest in the party leadership in entering into agreement with the DC did not 

receive wholesale support from the Party General or the grassroots.  As the national 

party asked for more sacrifices from the party‘s traditional bases of support this 

disagreement became more obvious.  Complaints by party leaders echoed the 

increasing and more intense arguments seen at local party meetings.  Although the 

party might be commended by a neutral observer for helping to get the country through 

a difficult economic period, they did little to satisfy their own base.  After a decade of 

party membership growth and electoral success, both began to wane.  During the 1980s 

the party lost 400,000 members and 13% of the vote.  Part of this can be attributed to 

the unpopularity of the PCI‘s actions (among its party members) during the ―historic 

compromise‖, but also to longer term trends that the compromise brought to light. 

The 1980s were almost a decade of soul searching for the PCI.  The DC was not 

the only party facing a changing electorate due to modernization.  The party, with its 

commitment to centralized planning, seemed to be consistently at odds with what some 

described as an ―individualist ethos‖ that now typified the country (Hine 1993, 115).  

Hine argues that during the 1980s the Italian working class was becoming increasingly 

successful and diversified, which caused workplace ties and solidarity to diminish.  The 

party membership roles, which in the past were full of the working class, day laborers, 

and sharecroppers were gone.   

Their replacement by new members from the white-collar middle strata 
brought into the party recruits with a more tenuous commitment to repetitive 
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organizational party tasks like selling newspapers and making pasta for 
party rallies, and far less need for the networks of social support (working 
men‘s clubs, sporting and cultural associations, co-operatives, etc.) 
traditionally provided by the party. (Hine 1993, 116) 

The changing and declining membership coupled with the political miscalculations 

during the ―historic compromise‖ probably would have led to a slow death for the PCI if 

the downward trajectory of electoral results continued.  History intervened in the late 

1980s with the revolutions in Eastern Europe and the eventual fall of communism.  

Party leaders within the PCI, most notably Achille Ochetto who became party secretary 

in 1988, sought to change the party‘s course.  Ochetto did not want the PCI to be the 

lone remaining party that clung to a defeated ideology, burdened by ―the names and 

symbols (if not the ideological essence) of positions now ostentatiously abandoned by 

the political systems in the East.‖ (Hine 1993, 117) His solution was to re-brand the 

party under a new name, the Democratic Party of the Left (PDS), with a new 

commitment to social-democratic values where progressives and leftists could find a 

political home.  The PDS contested its first election in 1992 winning a mere 16.1% of 

the vote22.  

With the end of the Cold War and the reconstitution of the PCI, the DC lost another 

of its justifications for holding onto political power.  This is a point that I return to later, 

but what is worth noting now is the remarkable decline of the two pillars of Italian 

democracy since the beginning of the Republic.  At their highest point, the DC and the 

PCI occupied close to 75% of the vote.  By the elections in 1992 that number was closer 

to 45%.  The traditional mechanisms for representation, the ancillary organizations, 
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were gone as well.  This is a key component to understanding how the proportional 

model of democracy broke down in Italy.  Parties, as the DC and PCI exemplified, had 

deep social roots.  Parties cultivated these ties with newspapers, social clubs, or 

religious and workers organization.  By the early 1990s these ties were all but gone.  

The decline in social ties is one major process change, but there was also a change in 

clientelism as well.  Clientelism served as a main representational characteristic 

between the DC and its southern base.  As the party lost electoral support, it had to 

increasingly rely on other parties to hold governing coalitions together, and as a result it 

lost its stranglehold on state resources.  This increasing marketplace for clientelism led 

to another drastic change in representative processes.  The following section describes 

these changes. 

Coalitions, Clientelism, and Corruption 

The end of the ―historic compromise‖, the return of the PCI to the opposition, and 

the decline in the DC‘s electoral fortunes led to a new type of coalition government.  The 

DC was still a member of every coalition government, but was joined by the three lay-

parties of the center and the PSI.  The coalition government was made up of the DC, 

PSI, PLI, PRI, and PSDI.  It was also the first time that the DC gave up the Prime 

Minster‘s office first to a Republican, Giovanni Spandolini, in 1980 and to a Socialist, 

Bettino Craxi, in 1983.  The coalition was problematic for several reasons.  One was the 

ideological differences between the parties, for example the PLI and the PSI had never 

consented to join a government together.  A second problem had to do with the number 

of parties needed to form the government in the first place.  The consequence of the 

growing fragmentation of government was to increase the number of veto players.  That 

is, the number of parties necessary to make any decision was increased (Tsebelis 
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1999).  This impacted the processes of representation in two different ways: it made the 

sort of consensual decision-making processes (characterized by transformismo) more 

difficult and it opened up the vast state-sector and the spoils of office. 

Previous governments, while unstable, were able to pass a significant amount of 

legislation either through committees or through the normal legislative process with the 

support of large majorities that cut across party lines.  Governments of the 1980s were 

increasingly unable to get the entire parliament to agree on passing their agenda or 

refer their bills to committee.  The ―historic compromise‖ represented the high-point for 

cooperation when 85.1% of government bills passed.  In each successive legislature, 

this percentage fell: 72.4% between 1979 and 1983, 72% from 1983 to 1987, and 

69.1% from 1987 to 1993 (Cotta and Verzichelli 2007, 154).  The Craxi administration 

was the most successful in terms of longevity serving from 1983-1987, but faced the 

brunt of this new political reality.  The DC was envious of the PSI‘s success and his 

parliamentary majority was consistently under attack from the franchi tiratori (―snipers‖) 

on the government back-benches.  These snipers used parliament‘s secret voting 

procedures to block legislation to which factions in the DC were opposed.  One example 

was the defeat of the government on a proposal to reform local government finance in 

1986.  The represented the 160th such defeat of a government proposal in less than 

three years of office (Gilbert 1995, 12).  The PSI was able to maintain the confidence of 

parliament with the tacit support of the PCI and left-leaning factions within the DC (as 

well as some support from the lay-parties).  What they could not count on was the 

cooperation of these parties to pass their program or refer their bills to committee23. 
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The lack of cooperation was a large problem for governments in the 1980s.  Since 

governments could not rely on the cooperation of parliament, they had to find alternative 

means to service their respective clientelist bases.  The use of emergency decrees 

provided a straightforward, if not entirely valid solution to the government‘s difficulty in 

controlling the legislative agenda.  Emergency decrees guaranteed that the bills would 

be placed first on the legislative calendar, but they did not ensure their conversion by 

the entire legislature.  The parliament, especially those in opposition, used a number of 

stalling tactics to make sure that the 60 day deadline for conversion was not met.  

Governments responded by continually reiterating the same decrees (Kreppel 2009).  

Unconverted decrees are an indication that the level of cooperation declined.  In earlier 

legislatures before 1972, 95% of decrees were converted into law.  In the 6th and 7th 

Legislatures (1972-1979), this number fell to 85%.  During the 1980s the number of 

unconverted decrees increased significantly.  During the 8th legislature (1979-1983) this 

number fell to 38% and fell again to 17% in the 12th legislature (1994-1996).  As the 

number of unconverted decrees rose, the rate of re-iteration increased from 25.2% to 

49.7% (Kreppel 2009: 198).  From 1948 to 1972, only 11 of 300 decrees were 

reiterated.  In the following 24 years this number rose 955 out of 2537 (Kreppel 2009, 

197).  By the early 1990s, ―the abuse of the emergency decree had become so 

egregious that it could no longer by ignored.‖ (Kreppel 2009, 198) A representation of 

the rise in unconverted decrees is displayed in Figure 4-2. 

Figure 4-2 shows that the number of decrees issued increased as the number of 

decrees converted decreased.  In the legislative period of 1976-1979 the parliament 

converted 136 of 167 decrees.  When the Socialists claimed the premiership in 1983, 
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the numbers and disparity increased in every legislature.  In the period of 1983 to 1987, 

459 decrees were issued against only 187 converted.  From 1987 to 1992 these 

numbers stood at 493 to 123, with an astounding jump from 1992 to 1994 where 718 

decrees were issued, while only 122 were converted by the full parliament (Kreppel 

2009, 196).  In short, the 1980s saw the rapid rise of both unconverted and reiterated 

decrees, which represented a real change from the more cooperative representative 

processes of the preceding years.  This practice was used to suit the parties‘ narrow 

interests and represented the increased distance between the Italian people and their 

representatives.  This is just a representation that processes were changing and I am 

not making the claim that the Italian people were up in arms over the number of 

emergency decrees.  What I am saying is that it is evidence that political elites‘ attitudes 

had changed about what constituted appropriate behavior.  The other major 

representational process change was the increased marketplace for clientelism and 

outright corrupt behavior.   

Governments in the past were dominated by the DC.  This meant that the party 

controlled much of the sottogoverno and was responsible for much of the clientelism 

that occurred in previous decades.  As they lost electoral strength beginning in the late 

1970s, they had to increasingly turn to other parties to hold a government together, 

eventually settling on the pentapartito (―five party‖) coalition in the early 1980s.  The 

consequence of the pentapartito coalition government was not limited to the decline in 

cooperative behavior as I describe in previous passages.  Perhaps the more important 

was the opportunities it presented other parties to demand an outsized share of the 

spoils in exchange for their support for the government.  The DC was in a diminished 
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position and was forced to come to an agreement with parties that had been shut out of 

the state system for decades.  The lay-parties (PLI, PRI, PSDI) were frequently given 

the same number of ministerial seats as the DC even though their total electoral support 

was less than half of the DC‘s (Hine 1993).  Alternative evidence of these practices was 

the awarding of the Prime Minister‘s office in 1980 to the Republican Spandolini whose 

party only received 3% of the vote in the 1979 election.  Bettino Craxi and the PSI held 

on to the Premiership for nearly four years with only 14% of the national vote.  Parties 

within the coalition fought over control of the positions in the sottogoverno as well.  The 

PSI had the most success, since it was the largest of the coalition partners (and 

perhaps because they were a potential partner for the PCI).  In 1980, it took over the 

Ministry of State Participation, which the DC had controlled since 1956.  The Socialists 

also took control of the country‘s largest bank, the Banco Nazionale del Lavoro, several 

smaller savings banks, and 25% of the board positions in other state enterprises.  The 

PSDI took control of several banks and the top position of EFIM.  The Liberals and 

Republicans split Vice Presidencies of ENI and IRI as well as seats on the boards of 

ENEL, ENEA, and various banks (Spotts and Weiser 1986, 148).   

The reason that this competition that took place over the state spoils was two-fold.  

First, it was a time when the voting public was less inclined to identify with particular 

sub-cultures that the parties had represented in the past.  Scholars argue that in the 

past Italians cast a ―vote of appartenenza‖.  ―Those that [sic] cast this type of vote 

consider their act as the affirmation of subjective identification with a political force 

which is seen as having an organic liaison with the social group to which the voters 

belong.‖ (Parisi and Pasquino 1980, 17)  These types of connections were all but gone 
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by the late 1970s.  By the 1980s, the ―vote of appartenza‖ was replaced by the ―vote of 

exchange‖.  This is where the, ―vote is exchanged as a trade-off, for the satisfaction of a 

need or the achievement of an interest of the voter.‖ (Parisi and Pasquino 1980, 17)  

Two pieces of evidence support this conclusion.  The first is the increase in voter 

volatility during the 1980s, which suggests an electorate that was more willing to change 

their vote.  The second is the dramatic increase in the use of the preference vote, 

especially in the South where voters used their preference votes three times more than 

they had in the past (Golden 2003).  Parties simply had to have some sort of resources 

to distribute to their clients or they would lose their support.   

The second reason that competition over the spoils took place was the rise of a 

different class of party-members and politicians and the opportunities that these 

politicians had by the end of the 1970s.  By this time there was a generational change 

from the earlier party members who represented the social groups and ideologies of 

society.  Della Porta and Vannucci (1999) describe this evolution, 

A new political class that formed in the wake of the first experiences of 
government replaced the prewar political class, which had maintained its 
power within the party through traditional political resources (such as 
charisma).  This new political class consolidated its power through the 
occupation of party-appointed positions in the public sector, positions that 
permitted ―business politicians‖ to organize their careers around the private 
appropriation of public resources.  Business politicians, in fact, lined their 
pockets through bribery and the exploitation of their political power in other 
activities, particularly where that power furnished them with an edge over 
their competitors. (73) 

The business politician viewed the party as a means for personal gain through corrupt 

practices.  Business politicians used different institutional mechanisms, divergent 

political offices, with varying degrees of success.  Those who believed politics was just 
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another business and means for upward mobility generally demonstrated three main 

characteristics. 

The first characteristic of business politicians was their lack of any traditional 

political resources, namely money, power, or prestige when they entered politics (Della 

Porta and Vannucci 1999, 73).  These politicians started literally at the bottom and were 

described in differing sources as, ―an impoverished young man,‖ ―on the make,‖ and 

―ambitious professionals attracted by the chance of allying themselves with whoever, 

irrespective of their slogans or ideas, is actually in power.‖ (Della Porta 1996, 241; Della 

Porta and Vannucci 1999, 73)  Although these politicians were not bound by ideology, 

they all displayed a secondary characteristic, that is, they used the party apparatus as a 

means of upward mobility.  Careers in public service depended on membership in the 

party rather than a certain set of skills or administrative capabilities.  Due to this, the 

hierarchy of political posts also became somewhat confused.  Being a driver for a 

powerful political boss might be more attractive than being a low-level elected official.  

This is because being just a driver was no impediment to running a hospital or being 

placed at the head of an important public entity.  Business politicians are concerned 

with the potential for personal enrichment above all else, so the importance of a post 

was determined by the potential for gain.  Finally, politics became a means to achieve 

political success.  That is, this new class of politicians entered politics solely for the 

purpose of gaining a political position.  This may seem circular, but consider traditional 

politics.  In many countries a lawyer, businessperson, even priest may use their 

professional qualifications and connections to run for office.  In Italy, individuals join the 
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political party in order to gain a different political position, one that hopefully leads to 

some kind of private gain (Della Porta and Vannucci 1999, 74-75).   

By the beginning of the 1980s many things were coming together to make 

corruption a problem that had severe consequences for Italian democracy.  One of 

these is the increase in the number of available jobs in the state sector and civil service.  

A study by Robert Putnam (1973) in the 1970s discovered that most of the public sector 

and state service employees had been in the same jobs since the fascists were in 

power.  As these workers were due to retire, a fierce political struggle over which party 

would get to replace them ensued.  Business politicians took advantage of this vacuum 

and found their way to extract resources from these jobs.  As public documents related 

to the Mani Pulite investigations of the 1990s demonstrate, these resources were larger 

and larger sums of money.  Several authors agree that the 1980s were a time where 

large-scale bribes for public goods increased exponentially (Del Monte and Papagni 

2007; Golden 2003; Moss 1995).   

Perhaps no party better represented the rise in corrupt behavior than the PSI, led 

by Bettino Craxi.  He is credited, through court documents, with creating a complex set 

of strategies for controlling the release of public information, jobs, and goods for bribes 

and kickbacks.  He used trust lieutenants to check on PSI members in elected and 

public positions and guarantee that ―donations‖ were received by the party (Moss 1995, 

64).  Craxi was also responsible for preventing and fighting the magistrates who 

attempted to prosecute this illegal behavior.  In 1981, Craxi fought the prosecution and 

jailing of Roberto Calvi, a noted mob banker and PSI contributor, later securing his 

release.  When Craxi was elevated to Prime Minister, he issued a decree shielding his 
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friend Silvio Berlusconi from an unfavorable judge‘s ruling against him for his business 

dealings.  There are additional examples, but the important point is that the PSI 

represented a party rife with business politicians who changed the nature of politics by 

demanding fees/bribes for public services.   

The question might be asked, what is the difference between the kinds of bribes 

that the DC demanded in earlier decades to the kind of corruption represented by the 

behavior of business politicians?  One answer is the sheer sums involved and the 

frequency of the accounts of corruption uncovered by the Mani Pulite investigations.  

One scholar suggests that the level of bribes that existed in the 1960s was more likely 

to be small, in the 30 to 60 dollar range (Sassoon 1995).  Evidence of larger bribes 

proved more idiosyncratic; where by the early 1990s the exchange of large sums 

appeared, to ordinary Italians, more systematic.  The Mani Pulite investigations 

provided Italians with daily reminders of the corrupt behavior of the political class.  

These investigations began in the early 1990s with the arrest of Mario Chiesa, a 

socialist manager of a Milanese charitable organization.  Chiesa was caught in the act 

of accepting a bribe of about 4,000 dollars.  Chiesa had earned the nickname of ―Mr. 

10%‖ for his pension to skim and demand gratuities for all services his organization 

provided.  Chiesa was the textbook business politician.  He commanded a salary of 

50,000 dollars, but was found to have over 9,000,000 dollars in assets in property.  This 

story made the front page of every paper and due to the nature of Italian legal 

proceedings, more stories like Chiesa‘s followed24.  Faced with the harsh reality of 
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prison, Chiesa named names and figures.  When this happened, the extensive web 

began to unravel and the indictments for extortion by a public official and corruption of a 

public official exploded25.  Those included in the indictments were former prime 

ministers and prominent members of the business community26.  The sheer sums 

involved were staggering as well.  For instance, the stories included Raoul Giardini the 

boss of Montedison and the ―king‖ of the Italian chemical industry was discovered taking 

95 million dollars in bribes.  60 million of these were found in secret accounts in different 

countries, and the remaining was kicked back to Craxi, Forlani, and various Socialists 

and Christian Democrats.  The PSI, from 1987 to 1992, collected a total of 119 million 

dollars in funds from various private entities (Sasoon 1995, 138). 

The public certainly felt that corruption was going through a dramatic upswing 

during the 1980s and 1990s.  To measure these feelings I use two indices of corruption 

from a study by Del Monte and Papagni (2007).  The first of these indices is the number 

of reported corruption crimes country-wide27.  The second measure is from 

                                                                                                                                             
were able to arrest and hold other implicated parties, like second-tier politicians.  This led to more 
confessions and eventually prosecutors were able to implicate higher political figures like Bettino Craxi. 

25
 Number of individuals indicted of Extortion by a Public Official: 1992 (588), 1993 (1043), 1994 (1644), 

1995 (1764).  Number of individuals indicted of Corruption of a Public Official: 1992 (431), 1993 (1178), 
1994 (2407), 1995 (1764) (Fabbrini 2000, 177). 

26
 The web of corruption uncovered by the investigation is complex and a proper description requires 

more space than this chapter provides.  For a general explanation of the webs of corruption see Della 
Porta and Vannucci (1999, 2007).  For a more detailed explanation of the actual events of the Mani Pulite 
investigations see Gilbert (1995, 126-155) and McCarthy (1995, 139-167). 

27
 It should be noted that this index has some drawbacks.  The first is that this is not an adequate 

reflection of the actual amount of corruption, since these are only reported crimes.  But, this is perhaps 
not problematic because the index shows an increase of corruption crimes over time.  This could be due 
to an increased willingness to prosecute these crimes or in the reporting of these crimes.  There is also 
the issue of temporality, reported crimes do not happen in the year in which they are reported, they 
happen at t-1.  This would be a larger issue of the laws on corruption changed over time, but in Italy there 
were no discernable changes.  I believe the validity of the measure is increased by including the second 
perceived corruption index as well (Del Monte and Papagni 2007, 384).  
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Transparency International, which used a collection of in-country surveys to gauge the 

level of perceived corruption in the country.  Results are displayed in Figure 4-3: 

What these measures both show is something similar to what I have already 

argued.  Both the number of corruption crimes reported and the perceived feeling of 

corruption rise, starting in the late 1980s and continuing until the first election under new 

electoral rules for the Chamber and Senate in 1994.  The sharpest of the upturns is 

following the beginning of the Mani Pulite investigations that began in 1992.  Here we 

see a dramatic rise in both the number of corruption crimes reported and the perceived 

level of corruption. 

The period beginning in the early 1980s introduced new representation processes 

to Italian democracy.  The electoral system continued to produce proportional results, 

but the parties did not represent their constituents in the manners that they had in the 

past.  Modernization and secularization led to a decline in the traditional sub-cultures 

that the DC and PCI had represented so successfully in previous years.  The two main 

parties that had dominated Italian elections began to lose support and members as the 

1990s approached.  When the ―historic compromise‖ collapsed, so did the consensual 

decision-making processes that had reigned in the past.  The use of committees and 

transformismo were replaced by reiterated emergency decrees and the pentapartito.  

Clientelism, which was used to build a support system in the South and grease the 

wheels of the bureaucracy, degenerated into outright corrupt practices by the political 

parties.  The behavior of the party system was both representative and not 

representative depending on the time period examined.  Policy did not go through such 
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a dramatic change, but the ability of the Italian legislature to deal with the pressing 

issues of the day (albeit imperfectly) was lost during the late 1980s. 

Policy, 1980-1992 

Policy-making in Italy had always been a product of the processes of the party 

system.  The processes that were predominant before the 1980s were transformismo 

and clientelism.  Policies reflected these processes, as parties cooperated to pass 

legislation through committees that would service their respective bases.  There was 

actually some success and the country experienced rapid economic growth during the 

‗50s and ‗60s.  Substantive policies were also passed during this time as the legislature 

helped create national systems of health, transportation, and education.  Also, when 

there were pressing issues that required attention, the legislature was able to address 

those issues.  An example of this was the rising public debt and economic crises in the 

mid-1970s.  The DC and PCI were able to come together and pass austerity measures 

that righted the course of the country‘s economy.  During the 1980s these legislative 

accomplishments came to an end.  Clientelism was still important, but the tendency to 

steer projects toward those who paid the required bribe to the parties were more likely 

to receive public contracts.  The country also faced the familiar problem of rising public 

debt, but was unable to find the answers as it had in the past. 

Policy in the 1980s was used to support a vast clientelist system.  Most of the 

public spending was centered in the increasingly bloated public sector.  As I describe in 

an earlier section, parties were under increasing pressure to provide jobs and benefits 

to their clients who were more willing (due to the lack of ideology or social roots) to 

behave as entrepreneurs than party members.  By the 1980s the Italian state employed 

4,000,000 people, a full 1 in 7 of all working Italians (Gilbert 1995, 17).  The pentapartio 
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government had no solutions to streamlining this bloated public bureaucracy.  Instead, 

they increasingly used state resources to enrich themselves.  Some estimate that the 

cost of this behavior from 1980 to 1990 reached 1 trillion dollars.  Some of this went 

directly to politicians in the form of bribes, but the real waste, in economic terms, was 

the billions wasted on unnecessary public works projects (Gilbert 1995, 130).   

Public works for tens of billions of dollars were contracted every year in the 
1980s, by provincial and regional governments, as well as the national 
government, and the political parties creamed off 5-15% of many or most 
such contracts, is an undoubted fact.  The parties were paying for their 
glamorous congresses, subsidized newspapers and intellectual magazines, 
lavish receptions and extravagant electoral campaigns with what amounted 
to a disguised tax. (Gilbert 1995, 130) 

This behavior was not only corrosive to the representative processes I describe in 

the previous section.  It had a real effect on the economy and budget.  In 1980, the 

public debt stood at 55% of GDP, by the end of Craxi‘s term as Prime Minister, it 

reached 92%, and 101% of GDP by 1992 (Gilbert 1995, 17; McCarthy 1997, 129).  Of 

countries in the European Community only Belgium had a higher level of public debt 

and only Greece‘s debt grew at a faster rate (Gilbert 1995, 17).  This was a pressing 

issue to the country, since Italy was one of the original members of the EC and would 

not be allowed into the community with such a high level of debt.  The government was 

both unable and unwilling to make cuts to the bloated public and civil services.  The 

solution they tried was to increase tax rates across the board.  In 1980 the government 

took in 32% of GDP in taxes, by 1990 it was 40% (Gilbert 1995, 18).  This was the 

highest increase in all of Europe.  In true Italian fashion, rather than apply the law 

universally, the government targeted certain categories, forcing some to adopt intricate 

bookkeeping practices.  For example, restaurant owners and shopkeepers were 

required to purchase special cash registers (or shoulder the cost of modifying the old 
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ones) to submit to state controls.  These were not the only controls imposed on 

businesses.  Italian coffee bars, for instance, have to provide customers with a special 

recivuta fiscale (―tax receipt‖) which customers have to carry until they reach a certain 

distance from the bar.  Until that time, they are required to show the receipt to a police 

officer to demonstrate that the bar has paid the proper tax on coffee sales.  Italian 

business owners had to choose between costly alternatives around the new laws, or 

deal with a maddening state bureaucracy.  Self-employed Italians generally tend to 

avoid paying taxes or hide part of their incomes, so the state was forced to target 

employers and their employees.  Due to the high rate of tax evasion, the state had to 

increasingly rely on indirect methods (like those mentioned above) as well as tax 

increases on those who were forced to pay tax (Sassoon 1995, 137). 

There were two consequences to these new tax policies.  First, they did not work.  

Taxes went up, but the public debt continued to climb.  The solutions and cooperation 

that put a halt to the rise in public debt during the mid 1970s was gone.  Secondly, there 

were increasing segments of the Italian population that grew disconnected from the 

state.  Individuals, who do not like to pay taxes under ordinary circumstances, became 

bitter at the prospect of being singled out by a state they did not much care for.  The 

Italian legislature was succeeding, through its policies, to separate itself from their 

citizens and the citizens from one another.  These changes were exacerbated by the 

rampant corruption that the parties in Italy practiced and condoned following the 

collapse of the ―historic compromise‖.  The next section describes how the processes 

and policies changed in Italy and how the models help explain the rise and fall in 

support in the country. 



 

237 

Conclusion: The Proportional Model and Support in Italy, 1948-1992 

The argument of Chapter 4 is that proportional election in Italy performed their 

functions for close to 50 years.  What changed was the behavior of the party system.  

Prior to the 1980s, the parties performed the process of representation well.  Parties 

represented not only a vast array of ideological positions, their activities extended into 

all areas of their constituents‘ social lives.  Where civil society was not as well 

developed, the parties used clientelism to service their clients‘ needs.  Representation 

went a bit further, due to the difficulty of passing legislation through normal procedures, 

parties routinely cooperated to pass legislation.  Much of this legislation was small, 

clientelistic laws called leggine that serviced a particular constituency.  This was not the 

only way the legislature operated however and the parliament deserves credit for the 

many social problems that it was able to deal with.  This (imperfect) effectiveness 

disappeared following the collapse of the ―historic compromise‖ in 1979. 

After this date, longer term trends that undermined representation, were becoming 

apparent.  The parties saw the particular subcultures they represented disappear as 

modernization and secularization overtook the country.  Parties were left only with their 

clientelistic bases and found themselves in an increasingly competitive marketplace for 

votes and resources.  These marketplace provided opportunities for ―business 

politicians‖ to exploit the system for personal gain and the process of representation 

was replaced with corruption.  The legislature was also unable to garner the kind of 

cooperation that it had in the past.  Governments had to rely more and more on 

emergency decrees in order to deliver public goods to their constituencies.  The 

government was also unable to pursue effective policies to curb the level of public debt.  

Where the legislature had succeeded in passing legislation when it became absolutely 
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necessary previously, the governments of the 1980s and early 1990s were completely 

devoid of effectiveness. 

I expect that the variations in support will be indicative of these changes.  I have 

already mentioned some measures of support like party membership and the support 

for alternative parties.  The following sections detail further evidence such as 

satisfaction with democracy, voter turnout, and further measures of party membership. 

Satisfaction with Democracy 

Satisfaction with democracy in Italy has always been low.  For most of the 1970s 

and 1980s, those dissatisfied with the way democracy worked remained somewhere 

between 70% and 80%.  What is interesting is that in the late 1980s there is a 

precipitous drop in the level of those satisfied with democracy.  In 1989, 31% of people 

expressed satisfaction, by 1993 that number dropped to 10%.  These figures are 

displayed in Figure 4-4. 

Turnout 

Turnout levels, unlike satisfaction with democracy, had always been high in Italy.  

In fact, turnout was among the highest in the world (generally trailing only Austria).  

Italians have mandatory voting, but do not have a process of voter registration (like 

Americans).  Instead, they are registered from birth in the town or city in which they 

were born.  Aided by discounted train tickets, vast majorities of citizens traveled 

(sometimes hundreds of miles) to their home towns to cast a ballot.  What does this 

behavior signify? 

The Italian citizen goes to the polls primarily to ‗give testimony‘… The 
polling booth is a place where the average Italians is able to assert, to 
reaffirm- to give testimony- as to his or her ‗political identity‘.  The act of 
voting is not as public as the evening stroll, the ubiquitous passeggiata, but 
it serves a similar purpose.  Both acts are intended to establish or reaffirm 
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for oneself as well as for others, who one is.  This identity- who and what 
one is, politically speaking extends far beyond one‘s membership in and 
support for a given political party.  It is associated with the ‗political 
subculture‘ to which each person belongs. (LaPalombara 1987, 136) 

This is closely related to the ―vote of appartenenza‖ that I discuss earlier.  Votes are a 

chance to reaffirm their identities. This is what makes the decline in turnout even more 

interesting.  When the subcultures became less important in the middle of the 1970s 

and ―votes of exchanges‖ replaced votes of identity, people disregarded the penalties 

parties might enact, and stayed home.  From 1976 to 1994, turnout fell 8%.  This is 

precisely the time when the changes in policy and process happened.  Italians were 

less and less willing to participate in a system that neither represented them nor 

provided policies the same way they had in the past.  For a representation of turnout in 

Italy see Figure 4-5.  Both satisfaction with democracy and turnout fell during the years 

that policy and process changed.  Further evidence that support fell are in the level of 

party membership. 

Party Membership 

Parties, which had been the strong-point of Italian democracy before 1979, saw 

their influence wane in the 1980s.  Italians were less and less willing to join political 

parties.  Every one of the major parties lost drastic number of members during this time.  

In 1987 the DC had 1,800,000 members by 1991 they had lost a full 600,000 members.  

The PSI went from 631,000 members in 1987 to 51,000 in 1992.  The PCI, as I note 

earlier, reformulated itself into the PDS (and a splinter group the RC).  The PCI had 

1,500,000 members in 1987, in 1992 the PDS only managed to keep 770,000 of these 

members.  The RC had 119,000 members, so all together the former PCI lost 700,000 

members.  The lay parties involved in the pentapartito also lost significant membership.  
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From 1987 to 1992 the PSDI went from 215,000 to 133,000, the PLI went from 59,000 

to 40,000, and the PRI went from 108,000 to 72,000 (Bardi 2002, 55-57).  Membership 

as a percentage of the electorate went down considerably after the 1970s.  This decline 

is represented in Figure 4-6.  Again, what these results display is an increasing 

tendency for Italians to disengage from the political system. 

Overall there are three main pieces of evidence that suggest that the level of 

support in Italy fell dramatically during the 1980s.  The first is an 18% drop in the level of 

satisfaction with democracy from 1987 to 1992.  The second is a downward trend in the 

number of Italians turning out to vote, an 8% drop from 1976 to 1992.  The final piece of 

evidence is a precipitous decline in the number of Italians who were members of 

political parties.  It is not coincidental that all of these decreases took place when the 

Italian party system was dramatically changing its behavior.  Parties were no longer 

representing their constituents as they had in the past and they were no longer able to 

deal successfully with pressing issues of the day through effective policy.   

Moving forward 

 Electoral system change in Italy and New Zealand both happened in the vacuum 

of support created by dramatic changes in policy and process.  What is interesting is 

that both New Zealand and Italy the electoral systems behaved exactly as intended.  

New Zealand overrepresented the two largest political parties, while Italy provided 

opportunities for smaller parties to have a place in the legislature.  Both countries were 

able to make their respective electoral systems work when the parties respected the 

processes of accountability and representation.  By doing so, governments were able to 

pass policies that the public wanted and support for the system was high.  Fundamental 

changes in these policies and processes led to a decline in public support.  Electoral 
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system change happened when these changes occurred.  The remaining sections of 

this work discuss whether different electoral systems in Italy and New Zealand were 

able to correct the issues of the past by changing electoral rules. 
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Table 4-1. Percentage of the vote and disproportionality, Italian Chamber of Deputies 1948-1992 

Parties 
1948 1953 1958 1963 1968 1972 1976 1979 1983 1987 1992 

% of the Vote (Disproportionality) 

DC 
48.5 
(4.6) 

40.1 
(4.5) 

42.4 
(3.4) 

38.3 
(3.0) 

39.1 
(3.1) 

38.7 
(3.5) 

38.3 
(3.5) 

32.9 
(8.7) 

32.9 
(2.8) 

34.3 
(2.8) 

29.7 
(3.0) 

PCI 
31.0  
(0.9) 

22.6 
(1.6) 

22.7 
(0.8) 

25.3 
(1.0) 

26.9 
(1.2) 

27.2 
(1.2) 

34.4 
(1.6) 

30.4 
(1.6) 

29.9 
(1.5) 

26.6 
(1.5) 

16.1 
(0.9) 

PSI - 
12.7 
(0.0) 

14.2 
(-0.1) 

13.8 
(0.0) 

14.5 
(-0.1) 

9.6 
(0.1) 

9.7 
(-0.7) 

9.8 
(0.0) 

11.5 
(0.1) 

14.3 
(0.6) 

13.6 
(1.0) 

PSDI 
7.1 

(-1.4) 
4.5 

(-1.3) 
4.6 

(-0.9) 
6.1 

(-0.9) 
- 

5.1 
(-0.5) 

3.4 
(-1.0) 

3.8 
(-0.6) 

4.1 
(-0.4) 

3.0 
(-0.3) 

2.7 
(-0.2) 

PRI 
2.5 

(-0.9) 
1.6 

(-0.8) 
1.4 

(-0.4) 
1.4 

(-0.4) 
2.0 

(-0.6) 
2.9 

(-0.5) 
3.1 

(-0.9) 
3.0 

(-0.5) 
5.1 

(-0.5) 
3.7 

(-0.4) 
4.4 

(-0.1) 

PLI 
3.8 

(-0.5) 
3.0 

(-0.8) 
3.5 

(-0.6) 
7.0 

(-0.8) 
5.8 

(-0.9) 
3.9 

(-1.0) 
1.3 

(-0.5) 
1.9 

(-0.5) 
2.9 

(-0.4) 
2.1 

(-0.4) 
2.9 

(-0.2) 

MSI 
2.0 

(-1.0) 
5.8 

(-0.9) 
4.8 

(-0.9) 
5.1 

(-0.8) 
4.5 

(-0.7) 
8.7 

(0.2) 
6.1 

(-0.5) 
5.3 

(-0.5) 
6.8 

(-0.1) 
5.9 

(-0.3) 
5.4 

(0.0) 

Others 
5.1 

(-1.7) 
9.7 

(-2.4) 
6.4 

(-1.4) 
3.0 

(-1.1) 
7.2 

(-2.0) 
3.9 

(-1.9) 
3.3 

(-1.1) 
6.9 

(-2.2) 
6.8 

(-3.0) 
10.1 
(-3.5) 

19.6 
(-4.4) 

Results obtained from Bull and Newell (2005, 46, 66) 
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Table 4-2. Parties winning seats in Italian elections, 1948-1992 

  Year Chamber Senate 

1948 10 10 

1953 9 10 

1958 12 11 

1963 10 12 

1968 9 8 

1972 9 10 

1976 11 11 

1979 12 10 

1983 13 13 

1987 14 17 

1992 16 18 
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Figure 4-1. Partisan attachment, Italy 1978-1996 
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Figure 4-2. Number of decrees issued versus decrees converted, Italy 1948-1996 
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Figure 4-3. Comparison of two corruption indexes, Italy 1980-1996 
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Figure 4-4. Satisfaction with democracy, Italy 1973-1993 
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Figure 4-5. Turnout percentage, Italy 1948-1994
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CHAPTER 5 
AN EXPERIMENT IN MIXED-MEMBER PROPORTIONAL ELECTIONS: NEW 

ZEALAND 1996-2005 

Introduction 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 discuss the underlying changes to policy and process 

and the resulting decline in support that precipitated electoral system change in both 

New Zealand and Italy.  In Chapter 3, I describe how in New Zealand, majoritarian 

elections performed as they were designed.  The two largest political parties, Labour 

and National, were overrepresented in every election.  It was the behavior of the parties 

that changed, which led to variability in support.  Prior to 1984, both parties practiced 

the key process of majoritarian elections, accountability.  They did this by publishing a 

pre-election manifesto, which leaders followed if they were elected to office.  National 

and Labour continually supported generous social-welfare and protectionist policies as 

well.  Therefore, all of the ―links‖ in the majoritarian model were met.  Majoritarian 

elections led to disproportional results favoring one of the two main political parties.  

One of the parties formed a government and fostered accountability through a pre-

election manifesto (as well as the caucus system and interest group consultation).  

Governments produced generous social welfare policies as well.  Because of this, New 

Zealanders displayed high levels of support for their system evidenced by high levels of 

voter turnout, party membership, and widespread trust and satisfaction. 

Starting in 1984, successive Labour and National governments dramatically 

changed both processes and policies.  Both governments either ignored the promises 

made in their manifestos or did not publish one at all.  This major change in process 

was coupled with an equally striking change in policy as well.  In a short nine years, 

governments in New Zealand completely dismantled the social structures they build in 
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the previous seventy.  For example, governments dramatically reduced spending on 

health care, pensions, farm subsidies, and welfare.  These changes in both policy and 

process represent breaks in the chain between majoritarian elections and support.  

When those breaks occurred support declined as well.  Party membership, turnout, and 

satisfaction and trust all deteriorated by 1993.  The preference for an alternative 

electoral system was also impacted by the changes in policy, process, and support.  

Logit models in Chapter 3 demonstrate that those who felt politicians did not follow their 

mandates, more liberal respondents, and those less trusting of the government favored 

a change to MMP.  This is evidence that changes in policy, process, and support 

precipitated electoral system change. 

Majoritarian elections were blamed for the behavior of the parties.  The thought 

was that changing to a more proportional electoral system would prevent one-party 

governments and unaccountable actions by elected officials.  Chapter 5 considers how 

the new electoral system performed in New Zealand between 1996 and 2005.  I discuss 

the nature of the change and the expectations and goals of the reforms.  Electoral 

system change did not produce higher levels of support in New Zealand, but the 

elections did perform their function.  The more proportional electoral system did allow 

for more parties to gain representation in parliament.  MMP elections also led to 

coalition governments.  But, increased representation in parliament and government did 

not automatically lead to the true process of ―representation‖ that the proportional model 

needs for success. 

One of the reasons that New Zealanders did not feel represented was the 

continued difficulty that parties had forming coalitions.  Parties were seemingly unwilling 
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to state before the election the parties they would be likely to be partners with after the 

elections.  Even if they did suggest a potential partner, parties were happy to toss those 

promises aside for the sake of expediency.  The first coalition formed after the election 

of 1996 was formed with great difficulty and drama and produced a result that New 

Zealanders were not happy with.  Subsequent coalitions were formed with less difficulty, 

but voters never felt that parties were adequately stating who they would form a 

government with after the election.  Another strange process that became a large issue 

for MMP-New Zealand was party-hopping.  After 1996, there was a rash of list-elected 

MP‘s who left their parties and joined others.  Coalition dynamics and party-hopping 

seriously undermined the process of representation and contributed to declining levels 

of support for MMP. 

Another contributing factor to the decline in support was the failure of governments 

in New Zealand to return to the generous social welfare policies of the past.  Since 

policy was a contributing factor in electoral system change, I expect that New 

Zealanders would evaluate the new electoral system based on the types of policies 

passed.  There was some movement by the Labour-led coalition government in 1999-

2000, but these efforts stalled after initial improvements.   Policy did not substantially 

change under MMP, and elites failed to provide the type of representation necessary.  

Taken together, there was no improvement in process or policy, so support continued to 

lag. 

Chapter 5 unfolds in the following manner.  First is a discussion of the new, MMP 

electoral system adopted in New Zealand.  This is followed by a description of the type 

of electoral results produced under MMP.  I also detail the difficulty New Zealand 
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political parties had in forming and maintaining coalition governments.  Next, I describe 

the process of party-hopping which also did nothing to improve representation.  A 

discussion of the types of policies passed by New Zealand coalition governments 

follows.  I then run several logit models to determine the connection between the 

processes and policies described and a desire to keep MMP or return to FPP.  I 

conclude with a discussion of these results and what they say about support in New 

Zealand under the new electoral system. 

The New Electoral Systems and Expectations in New Zealand 

As I state previously, New Zealand makes an interesting cases for study for two 

main reasons.  The first is that the country‘s old electoral system represented an almost 

ideal type as wholly majoritarian.  The second reason is that they sought to improve the 

perceived flaws of the old system by replacing it with a newer, more proportional 

electoral system.  This section describes the new electoral system in New Zealand and 

what the changes were expected to produce. 

MMP Rules 

The MMP representation system adopted after a 1993 referendum in New Zealand 

closely resembles the electoral system used in Germany.  Under the new system 

citizens cast two votes on a split-ballot.  One of these votes is for a constituency seat, 

contested under modified singe-member distracts, and is known as the electoral vote.  

The party vote, which appears on the left of the ballot, is a closed-list of pre-selected 

and ranked candidates on a party list (Denemark 2001).  The party vote is a top-up vote 

that determines the allocation of seats for parties across the entire parliament.  The list 

vote is used to add totals to the constituency seats, with the top-up designed to increase 

proportionality.  Due to this, the list vote has been labeled the most ―important‖ vote in 
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New Zealand (Denemark 2001, 95; Vowles 2005, 297).  For example, in the 2002 

general election Labour won the most seats in the electoral tier garnering 45 seats.  The 

party received 41.26% of the vote on the list ballot, so it was only awarded 7 additional 

seats, bringing its total to 52 (Table 5-1 for results).  52 seats out of a 120 seat 

legislature correspond to roughly 43% of the total and demonstrate how the top-up 

process works to achieve proportionality.   

There are complications in New Zealand‘s system of MMP that should be noted.  

There is a threshold that may be crossed in two different ways:  by gaining 5% or more 

in the party vote, or by winning at least one single-member district.  When one of those 

two thresholds is met, proportional allocation applies based on the party vote (Vowles 

2005, 297).  For instance, in 1999, New Zealand First failed to reach the 5% threshold 

receiving only 4.25% of the vote on the party list.  The leader of the party, Winston 

Peters, was able to secure victory in his single-member district, so the party was 

awarded an additional 4 seats based on its proportion of the party vote, bringing its total 

up to 5.  Another complication arises if a party wins more constituency seats than its 

party vote entitlement.  When this occurs the size of the legislature temporarily 

increases to accommodate, but the other parties‘ seats are not adjusted to maintain 

overall proportionality (Vowles 2005, 300).  The number of constituency seats is set at 

16 for the South Island.  Population increases in the North Island has had an effect on 

the total number of constituency seats, increasing their number from 65 in 1996 to 69 in 

2005 (Table 5-1).    Separate Maori seats are preserved with the exact number varying 

depending on the number of Maori deciding to register on the Maori role rather than 

their geographical role.  As their number has grown, the number of Maori constituencies 
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has grown from five in 1996, and six in 1999, to seven in 2002 and 2005.  The existence 

of a Maori party in the 2005 election caused the first case of ―overhang‖ under MMP 

rules.  This party won 4 Maori constituencies (3.3% of the total seats), but only 2% of 

the party vote, so parliament was temporarily expanded to 121 seats.   

I hold in Chapter 2 that New Zealand is a good example to test the proportional 

model because of efforts to increase proportionality after the country changed to a 

system of MMP in 1996.  The previous paragraphs describe how the system itself seeks 

to improve the level of proportionality.  Additionally, the expectation was that the new 

electoral system would increase proportionality as well as bring some of the other 

features of the proportional model.  These include: increased ideological representation, 

coalition governments, better, more widely accepted policies, and higher levels of 

support.  The following passage details these expectations.     

Expectations 

MMP, as an alternative, was first placed on the public agenda by a report drafted 

by the New Zealand Royal Commission on the Electoral System (RCES) in 1986.  The 

Commission‘s purview was to discuss a variety of issues related to representation in 

New Zealand and the extent to which the existing system of FPP allowed for fair and 

effective representation of society‘s interests (Jackson and McRobie 1998).  Detailed in 

thier report was the finding that FPP‘s continued under-representation of minorities and 

small parties was, ―grossly unfair. (RCES 1986, 28) The Commission determined that 

any advantages gained by over-representing the two largest parties like accountability 

or efficiency was outweighed by the treatment of minorities and minority interests 

(Denemark 2001).  As an alternative to FPP, the Commission suggested a change in 

electoral system to MMP based on the presumed benefits of such a system.  A survey 
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of these expectations demonstrates that expectations for an MMP electoral system 

closely match the expectations for increased proportionality laid out in the proportional 

model detailed in Chapter 2. 

   The Royal Commission highlighted several of the potential advantages of mixed 

systems.  While these advantages are not laid out in a theoretical chain, many of the 

steps in the model are highlighted in the Committee‘s expectations.  MMP was praised 

for its high levels of proportionality and the minimal number of ―wasted‖ votes, even in 

―safe‖ constituencies.  This proportionality and limiting of psychological pressures would 

allow minor parties a chance to win seats, improving the level of ideological 

representation in parliament.  The Commission also believed coalition governments and 

consensus decision-making would lead to more widely accepted policies (Jackson and 

McRobie 1998, 120).  Summarizing these findings the Commission noted that, 

MMP is clearly superior.  It is fairer to supporters of significant political 
parties and likely to provide more effective representation of… other 
minority and special interest groups.  It is likely to provide a more effective 
parliament and also has advantages in terms of voter participation and 
legitimacy. (RCES 1986, 63)          

Most scholars agree with the conclusions of the RCES and cite increased 

proportionality, more representation, less psychological pressure, more effective 

government, and increased support as the benefits of MMP (Aimer and Miller 1998; 

Banducci, Donovan, and Karp 1999; Sakamoto 1999; Scheiner 2008; Vowles 2000).  It 

is clear that the expected results of MMP coincide with the expectations laid out in the 

proportional model described in Chapter 2.   

The RCES also describes some of the potential negative consequences of MMP.  

Some of these I identify as potential breaks in the theoretical link between 

proportionality and support.  Under MMP, parties not voters determine the composition 
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of governments.  This may lead to smaller parties having an undue influence on the 

formation of governments.  I note in Chapter 2 that having proportional governments 

does not guarantee representative governments.  If that were to happen, the link 

between proportionality and support would be broken.  The RCES also highlights the 

potential ―confusion‖ that having two ballots could cause (Jackson and McRobie 1998, 

120).  This is something that I highlight as well in Chapter 2 during the discussion of the 

potential contamination effects of mixed-member electoral system.  Duverger points out 

that MMP systems, like Germany‘s and presumably New Zealand‘s, could have 

contamination effects.  He postulates that the electoral-tier and the domination of larger 

parties, could contaminate the list-tier, and favor the largest political parties in the 

system (Duverger 1986).  If something like this occurred, a change in electoral system 

would not have the intended consequences.  The increase in representation would be 

muted, with less political parties and ideological interests incorporated into the system.  

Additional voices would not be included into decision-making processes, which could 

have an effect on the types of policies that are forwarded.  The level of support might be 

affected as a result.  The potential confounding effects contain two elements:  the 

negatives associated with proportional systems (parties not voters selecting 

governments for example) or the contamination effects associated with mixed-member 

electoral systems. 

In addition to the expectations that the RCES and scholars had for MMP in New 

Zealand, the lessons learned from Chapter 3 suggests a few additional elements to 

consider.  Chapter 3 argues that New Zealand changed its electoral system for two 

main reasons.   The first was the dramatic changes in policies pursued by successive 
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Labour and National governments beginning in 1984.  Citizens grew used to a social 

safety net and a protective set of government policies that were quickly reversed.  Elites 

pursued these drastic changes without the consultation that New Zealanders were used 

to.  As a result, citizen felt that their elected officials were doing one thing and saying 

another.  If these are the circumstances under which the public in New Zealand rejected 

their electoral institutions for new ones, it stands to reason that the change in electoral 

system would help to correct those issues. 

The remainder Chapter 5 examines the change in electoral system in New 

Zealand and whether it meets the criteria laid out in the proportional model.  This model 

suggests that an increase in proportionality will correct the problems that existed in New 

Zealand under FPP.  Successful transition to MMP would include increased 

proportionality leading to more representation for ideologically diverse political parties.  

The hope is that more ―representation agents‖ will lead to a broader societal opinion 

being considered in decision-making processes.  With the increased representation in 

decision-making processes the goal is to produce policies that are better and more 

widely accepted.  If all of these steps are in place, the end result is higher levels of 

support.  What follows is a description of what occurred in New Zealand, beginning with 

the elections under the new system of MMP.   

Elections under a New System: New Zealand, 1996-2005 

The new electoral system in New Zealand was designed to correct some of the 

perceived flaws of the old system.  The model I draw in Chapter 2 expresses how 

theoretically a new electoral system could make those improvements.  One of the key 

components was to break the two party duopoly of National and Labour that existed for 

the previous 100 years.  The old system of FPP was mechanically biased against third 
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parties, so smaller parties had a difficult time winning seats.  One party, dominant 

government was the norm, which allowed for a drastic shift in policy beginning in 1984.  

Voters felt that they were not consulted on these shifts and that processes that 

increased accountability were not followed.  MMP was adopted to allow more political 

parties into the system by decreasing the pressure to vote for either Labour or National.  

By allowing more parties into the system the hope was that policies would become more 

universally acceptable and the connection between voters and their elected officials 

would be restored. 

I argue here and in previously that electoral systems have certain direct 

consequences and only perhaps some indirect effects.  This section details the impact 

the new electoral system had on the party system in New Zealand.  New Zealand‘s new 

MMP electoral system definitely increased proportionality, broke the two-party hold of 

Labour and National and allowed for third parties to gain footholds into the system.  The 

following segment describes the more immediate impacts of the new system of MMP.  

These impacts are level of proportionality, the psychological impacts of the new system 

(along with the potential contamination effects of the mixed rules), and the ideological 

make-up of the new legislature.  

Elections under MMP 1996-2005: Proportionality and Ideological Representation 

The first step of the proportional model requires that there is the existence of 

proportionality (or increased proportionality).  New Zealand elections under MMP 

certainly succeeded in this regard.  An examination of the least squares index (LSQ), 

which measures disproportionality between the distributions of votes and seats, 
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demonstrates the improvement in proportionality1.  Disproportionality stood at 15.4 

(1984), 8.89 (1987), 17.24 (1990), and 18.19 (1993) in the four elections held under 

FPP before the change in electoral system.  There was dramatic improvement in LSQ 

under MMP with 3.43 (1996), 2.97 (1999), 2.37 (2002), and 1.13 (2005) (Gallagher 

1991; Gallagher and Mitchell 2005).  These figures certainly suggest an increase in 

proportionality under MMP. 

Political parties took advantage of the more proportional rules and were able to 

gain representation at a much higher rate than they had in the past.  The effective 

number of parliamentary parties increased from 2.16 in 1993 under to 3.76 (1996), 3.45 

(1999), and 3.76 (2002) under MMP elections (Gallagher and Mitchell 2005)2.  Parties 

that actually won seats rose from 6 in 1996, to 7 in 1999 and 2002, to 8 in 2005.  The 

results of the elections are displayed in Table 5-1.  The proportional model‘s 

requirement for increased proportionality and increased opportunities for parties to gain 

seats seems to have been met.  This rise in representation also led to more ideological 

diverse political parties entering the system.   

Among the parties that won seats were the two dominant political parties under 

FPP, Labour and National, that represented the center-left and center-right 

ideologically.  These two parties continued to be the two largest political parties in the 

system.  Two parties that had run previously were also represented in parliament.  New 

Zealand First, a centrist party, actually won one electoral district under FPP in 1993.  

                                            
1
 LSQ is measured by taking the square root of half the sum of the squares of the difference between 

percent of the vote and percent of the seats for each of the political parties.  Low scores indicate the 
highest level of proportionality (Gallagher and Mitchell 2005). 

2
 To see how the effective number of parliamentary parties is calculated see Laakso and Taageparera 

(1979). 
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That seat was acquired by Winston Peters, a former National MP, who left the party 

after a disagreement in 1991 (Aimer and Miller 2002).  The alliance was a left-wing 

political party that consolidated several of the third parties, including the Social Credit 

and Green Parties that had unsuccessful run for office under FPP.  Led by former 

Labour MP Jim Anderton the Alliance believed in free health care, education, and other 

generous social welfare policies and had garnered 18% of the vote in 1993 under FPP, 

but only two seats (Aimer and Miller 2002).  The Green Party, concerned with 

environmental issues, left the Alliance and ran on its own in 1999, 2002, and 2005.  The 

Alliance held together in 1999, but split into the Progressives and Maori party in 2002 

and 2005.  All other parties were new political entities on the scene having never run for 

office previous.  They were formed by interest groups previously left out of the political 

system or disaffected members of one of the two largest political parties.   

These new political parties were diverse ideologically as well.  Joining New 

Zealand First in the center of the ideological spectrum was United New Zealand.  This 

party was made up of three Labour and four National MP‘s.  United New Zealand found 

itself in the same ideological space as the more successful New Zealand First Party and 

only won one seat in both the 1996 and 1999 elections.  Another party, the Christian 

Coalition was a religious party based on Christian teachings and supported 

conservative social policies.  This party was not able to cross the 5% threshold or win 

an electoral seat, so it was never represented in parliament (Aimer and Miller 2002).  

Due to their lack of success, the Christian Coalition and United New Zealand formed 

United Future, a center-right coalition committed to conservative social principles and 

moderate fiscal policies.  This coalition had more success winning 8 and 3 seats in 2002 
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and 2005.  The right of the ideological spectrum also included a fiscally conservative 

party as well.  ACT New Zealand was formed outside of parliament in 1994 and 

positioned itself at the opposite of the ideological spectrum as the Alliance.  ACT 

supported the policies advocated by former Labour Finance Minister Roger Douglass 

including flatter taxes, the selling of state assets, smaller government, and market 

liberalism (Aimer and Miller 2002).  ACT was able to win 8, 9, 9, and 2 seats in the 

elections held under MMP from 1996 to 2005.  Electoral results for all of these political 

parties are provided in Table 5-1.               

After a cursory glance at the elections under MMP, it is apparent that some 

increased representation has occurred at least in terms of the first few steps of the 

proportional model.  The goal of adopting a new electoral system was to allow more 

parties, with divergent ideologies into the system.  The first four elections did just that.  

Between 6 and 8 parties won seats after 1996.  These parties ranged from liberal, 

environmental parties (Greens) to conservative, neo-liberal parties (ACT), with parties 

represented on the center-left (Labour), center (NZ First), and center-right (National) as 

well.  It is clear that proportionality was increased and that the party system included 

more ideologically diverse political parties.  What is left to determine is whether mixed 

electoral rules had the type of psychological effects that are expected under the 

proportional model. 

The proportional model suggests that as proportionality is increased voters will feel 

freer to vote sincerely rather than strategically (Duverger 1954; Cox 1997).  MMP 

introduced an increase in proportionality, but also potential contamination effects due to 

the mixed nature of the rules.  The potential contamination effect that I identify as most 
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likely is the possibility of the electoral tier and its tendency to promote a two-party 

system to contaminate the electoral tier, reducing the number of political parties overall 

(Duverger 1986).  For scholars who do not see evidence of contamination effects, 

mixed rules should promote both strategic and sincere voting (Moser 1999, 2001).  In 

New Zealand, this type of behavior would be evidenced by split-ticket voting between 

the electoral and list tiers.  This would mean a voter would vote strategically, perhaps 

for a larger political party like Labour or National or a competitive smaller party, in the 

electoral tier.  This same voter would recognize the overall importance of the party tier 

and the lower threshold for representation and cast a sincere vote for a party closer to 

their ideological interests.  The evidence from New Zealand suggests that voters are 

neither confused by the electoral rules nor contaminated by the electoral tier.  New 

Zealanders split their tickets at a higher rate than other countries3.  In the 1996 election 

37% of voters split their tickets (Johnson and Pattie 2002, 586-587).  This number was 

35% in 1999 and 39% in 2002 (Aimer and Vowles 2004, 23).  Work done after the 1996 

election, based on data collected by the New Zealand Election Study, report that 89% of 

the voters who expressed preferences for a party, measured by a likes and dislikes 

scale, cast a party vote consistent with that party (Karp et al. 2002: 5).  In contrast, the 

relationship between party preference and votes in the electoral tier are much stronger 

for Labour and National than they are for smaller parties (Karp et al. 2002).  These 

results tended to hold over the 1999, 2002, and 2005 election as well (Karp 2006).  Due 

to these results, ―the contamination thesis is clearly at odds wit the relatively high rate of 

                                            
3
 Voters in Scotland and Wales, in their first elections under MMP rules, split their tickets at a rate of 20% 

and 17% respectively.  In Germany, the number of ticket-splitters hovered around 6% in the sixties and 
seventies, and rose to an all-time high of 22% in the elections of 2002 (Gschwend and van der Kolk 2006, 
164). 
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split-ticket voting that has been observed in New Zealand.‖ (Karp 2009, 49) Voters in 

New Zealand still had to cast at least one strategic vote, but the fact that they could 

make at least one sincere vote on the party ballot is certainly an improvement over the 

types of choices that had to be made under FPP.   

MMP in New Zealand satisfies the first few steps of the proportional model.  

Proportionality was increased and more ideologically diverse political parties had a 

chance to win seats and were successful in winning seats.  Voters also were able to 

navigate the mixed rules, and could cast a sincere party vote, while voting strategically 

with their electoral vote.  This is particularly important because it is the party vote 

percentage that determines the overall seat allocation.  It seems that the more 

immediate effects of increased proportionality (increased number of parties, eased 

psychological effects, and increased ideological representation) have been met.  What 

is left to determine is if the more distal effects of the electoral system followed suit as 

the proportional models suggests they will.           

After parties are elected, the proportional model suggests that MMP would 

produce coalition governments.  This occurred after every election under MMP.  So, in 

terms of the more direct effects of the more proportional electoral system, the model 

appears to be accurate.  But, as I suggest earlier, this would not be enough to raise the 

level of support in the country.  Drastic reformulations in policy led to the electoral 

system change, so the success or failure of the new system should be judged based on 

how those policies were reversed.  New Zealand citizens also expected that there would 

be an increased connection between themselves and their elected officials.  MMP was 

supposed to produce this improved representation by incorporating more 
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―representative agents‖ into the decision-making process.  The following section 

demonstrates how the party system in New Zealand failed to produce that outcome.  

While there was increased representation ideologically, parties and elites continued to 

behave as if their actions were not connected to their constituents.  This distance is 

evident in the processes of coalition-building and the strange practice of party-switching.  

These two actions by parties and elites undermined representation, and led to declining 

levels of support for the new electoral system. 

New Processes in New Zealand: Coalition Government and Party-Hopping 

The popularity and success of the new MMP system in New Zealand was 

impacted negatively by several new processes that became prominent after the 

electoral system change.  The 1996 election did not produce a clear winner, with 

National and Labour lacking the necessary seats to form a government.  NZ First, the 

third largest party, became the king-maker.  After a lengthy, costly, and secretive 

negotiation between all three parties, the public was left with a National/NZ First 

coalition.  This was a partnership that the public neither expected nor wanted (Aimer 

and Miller 2002).  The behavior of the coalition also did nothing to engender a positive 

feeling about the new system among the population.  Coalition government got off to a 

shaky start, a not altogether unexpected consequence of increased proportionality.  The 

RCES notes that this was a possibility and it is one of the potential breaks in the 

proportional model that I describe in Chapter 2.  This was not the only process that 

undermined representation in New Zealand, party-switching became a tense political 

issue following the first election held under MMP.   

Immediately following the referendum in 1993, politicians saw that there would be 

increased opportunity to form their own parties and win seats and as a result a rash of 
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party-switching occurred.  This was perhaps expected due to the nature of the changes 

involved.  Single-member districts were eliminated and safe spots on the party lists 

were limited.  Politicians formed new parties or joined others if they determined that the 

switch improved their electoral prospects (Vowles 1998).  Party switching continued 

after the first election under MMP in 1996 however.  Multiple politicians, elected through 

a party list, became independents or formed alternative parties.  These moves called 

the legitimacy of MMP into question and had a profound impact on how citizens judged 

the practice of their new electoral institutions (Geddis 2002, 2006).  Both coalition 

government and party-switching were two new processes that negatively impacted the 

public‘s feelings about MMP.  They had some connection with the processes that came 

before the change in electoral system.  The concern previously was that there was 

disconnect between what the public wanted and what politicians and elites did.  Elected 

officials, following the reforms, continued to behave in a manner of their choosing rather 

than the way the public thought they ought to behave.  In the following passage I 

describe the impact of coalition formation and party-switching on the public‘s support for 

MMP in much greater detail.  To do so, I use a historical narrative as well as a series of 

logit models that use data collected from the New Zealand Election Study.   

Coalition Formation/Government 1996-2005  

The 1996 election produced a new, albeit not completely unexpected result.  No 

party received a majority of seats in the parliament.  Under the guidelines of MMP either 

National (44 seats) or Labour (37 seats) could have formed a minority government.  All 

efforts in that direction were halted when Winston Peters, the leader of the NZ First 

Party, declared that his party wanted to be a part of any government formed.  National 

and Labour simply did not have enough votes within the existing parliament to form a 
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minority government and a grand coalition had no support within either party or among 

their respective electorates (Aimer and Miller 2002).  The Alliance, a left-wing party who 

would support Labour on votes of no confidence, had 13 seats.  This, hypothetically, 

would have brought Labour‘s total to 50 seats, short of the 61 necessary.  National was 

in a similar situation, they won the most seats during the election (44), but the other 

right-leaning party ACT NZ only garnered 8 seats during the election.  This left the right-

leaning parties at 52 votes, still 8 short on votes of no-confidence.  NZ First was 

therefore necessary to form any government whether minority or majority4.  The party 

declared immediately following the election their intentions to negotiate with both Labour 

and National for spots in the government.  From the outside looking in, this might have 

seemed like a normal occurrence since NZ First presented itself to the electorate as a 

centrist party between Labour and National, and as such it may seem that they would 

be a natural fit for any center-left or center-right government.  This assumption did not 

meet the expectations of the New Zealand people, however, and the ensuing 

negotiations and eventual coalition government that was formed had serious 

consequences for the first coalition government under the new electoral system and 

citizens‘ feelings toward MMP as well. 

During the election campaign, Winston Peters generally dodged the question 

about which party, Labour or National, would be his party‘s preferred coalition partner.  

                                            
4
 National could form a majority government with NZ First or a minority government with their support on 

no-confidence votes.  Labour needed both the Alliance and NZ First, whether as part of a majority 
government or as allies on no-confidence votes.  While it is possible that a minority government could 
have formed despite these seat totals, governing would have been a different matter.  Passing legislation 
for a Labour-led or National-led minority government would have been extremely difficult if not impossible.  
Also, when NZ First declared that it wished to form a government with either National or Labour, both 
parties seemed obliged to enter into negotiations out of fear of the other party‘s chances of taking over 
the government.   
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As the election season progressed, commentators and news organizations grew 

increasingly frustrated with his ―practiced deftness.‖ (Miller 1998, 121)  Despite the 

efforts by Peters to simultaneously advance and dampen the prospects of a coalition 

with Labour there were plenty of signals and indications that NZ First would not choose 

National as its eventual partner.  While Peters did not come out and explicitly state his 

favored coalition partner prior to the election he did continually signal the direction in 

which he was leaning.  He was quoted as saying that, ―the prospects are that National 

will not win the election, [and] that they will not form part of any post-election 

government.‖ (Miller 1998, 120) In a meeting with voters three months prior to the 

election, one political analyst reported that Peters categorically stated there would be no 

coalition with National, an assertion Peters later denied (Jesson 1997).  The night 

before the election, in a last appeal to voters, Peters declared that the only way to 

change governments (National was a single-party minority government at this point) 

was to vote for NZ First (Miller 1998, 121).  While all of these comments seem to 

suggest that NZ First would not choose National as a coalition partner, the comments 

attributed to Peters only implicitly suggest that conclusion.  Although an explicit, blanket 

statement from the NZ First leader was absent, voters had other reasons to believe that 

NZ First would choose Labour over National.   

Since NZ First was considered to be a centrist party there was cause to believe 

that the more natural fit was with Labour rather than National.  Prior to the election, the 

Secretary of the Cabinet for NZ First, identified three principles from which a coalition 

would be formed: policy compatibility, procedural concerns (how well the potential 

coalition partners would be able to govern together), and the make-up of the cabinet 



 

268 

(who gets what job).  Based on the first two criteria, it would seem that NZ First was a 

closer fit with Labour than with National.  On issues of policy, the platform of NZ First 

seemed almost antagonistic to National and much more congruent with Labour (Boston 

1997).  National‘s basic policy positions tended toward the liberal, free-market ideas of 

the past 11 years (started by a Labour government in 19845).  National wanted to 

continue privatizing state industry and increase foreign investment into New Zealand 

owned-industries (sell state assets to foreign companies or states), continue to lower 

taxes, limit spending on social programs, and liberalize immigration.  Labour and NZ 

First were generally opposed to all of the policy positions.  The policy incongruence ran 

both ways as NZ First‘s positions on spending were a concern to many National MP‘s 

(Miller 1998, 124-125).  Policy differences were not the only reasons that voters did not 

expect a NZ First/National coalition.  The second criterion, that the coalition partners 

were able to work together in a cooperative manner, also suggested that National and 

NZ First were not a good fit. 

The acrimonious nature between NZ First leaders and National party leaders was 

well known in New Zealand.  Winston Peters formed NZ First after a well publicized split 

from National in the early 1990s.  This political divorce was mainly over policy and 

combative personal relationships between Peters and senior National politicians.  He 

spent the better part of the years between 1993 and 1996 firing broadside attacks 

against his former party, at times accusing National and its prominent business 

supporters of corruption and subverting New Zealand‘s democratic principles (Miller 

1998, 121).  These rancorous feelings were prominent at the NZ First 1996 party 

                                            
5
 For details, see Chapter 3. 
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conference where Peters and his deputies used the public forum to criticize their 

counterparts in the National Party.  Prime Minister Jim Bolger, Finance Minister Bill 

Birch, and the Minister in charge of Welfare, Jenny Shipley (who later became National 

Party leader and Prime Minister) received the bulk of the attacks.  Tau Henere, NZ 

First‘s Deputy leader, declared that he would never serve in a government with Bolger, 

Birch, and Shipley (Miller 1998, 124).  Peters concurred with that sentiment saying, ―we 

believe that the kind of politicians depicted by Bolger, Birch, and Shipley, is not to be 

promoted into cabinet.  As a consequence, we will not have truck with these people.‖ 

(Miller 1998, 124)  Considering this history and statements, the public at large could not 

be reproached for believing that NZ First and National did not meet the second criteria 

for forming a coalition.  It seemed that the leaders of National and would not be able to 

work well together.  What remained, the third criteria, that the coalition would be formed 

based upon how the government was to be divided (who got what job).  

This third criterion is perhaps the least democratic of the three.  Forming a 

coalition based on policy-distance, where center-right parties join with further right 

parties, is more representative of how the public saw the election and probably more 

democratic.  The same could be said for forming a coalition based on working 

relationships.  The less acrimonious the relationship, the better the policy-making 

process would be and perhaps the better the policies would be as a result.  These first 

two principles fit with the models I draw in Chapter 2, and were the reasons that New 

Zealanders adopted MMP in the first place.  They wanted a more representative 

electoral system that would promote more consensual processes and better policies.  

When NZ First and National struck a deal to form a government after the 1996 election, 
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the public was confused.  These two parties apparently had little relationship in terms of 

policy and did not appear to have a good working relationship.  The only explanation 

was that NZ First ―got a better deal‖ from National, eschewing the more democratic 

principles that MMP was based.  The negotiations between NZ First, National, and 

Labour did nothing to dispel these feelings.  The course of negotiations was secretive, 

long, and generally disliked by the public.  The actual formation of the coalition did little 

to endear the public to its new electoral system. 

  There was an expectation among New Zealanders that a coalition, in all 

likelihood, would have to be formed following the first election under MMP in 19966.  It 

was thought that this process would happen quickly and openly.  These expectations 

were shattered when Winston Peters, rather than enter into negotiations with either 

party, decided to go sailing for five days, and did not meet with either party until 10 days 

after the election took place.  When negotiations moved forward, there was rampant 

speculation in the media that a decision on a coalition was ―imminent‖ and that a 

decision would be reached in days.  The final negotiations did not end until two months 

later, testing the public‘s patience.  Yet, the 2 month negotiations between NZ First and 

National and NZ First and Labour took place simultaneously.  Peters mentioned that 

each party had a fifty-fifty chance and that a ―bidding war‖ was taking place (Miller 1998, 

125).  These comments did nothing to inspire confidence in the process, and increasing 

numbers of New Zealanders were skeptical that NZ First had anything but the interests 

                                            
6
 This is evidenced by the numerous polls that took place prior to the election demonstrating that voters 

had an opinion about their favored coalition partners (See New Zealand Election Study 1996).  



 

271 

of the party in mind7.  It seemed to the public that whatever party sold out its interests to 

the highest degree would be able to join in the coalition with New Zealand First.  

Winston Peters‘ personal behavior during these two months did nothing to inspire 

confidence in the new system of MMP.  Peters demanded that the talks take place in 

secret, and reports leaked that negotiation rooms had to be swept for bugs before 

meetings could start.  NZ First also spent a reported 1.3 million dollars on the 

negotiations, some of which were payments to Peters‘ brother who was hired as an 

advisor.  Peters also missed a meeting with the Prime Minister after getting into a late 

night argument with supporters inside a New Zealand restaurant the night before.  This 

behavior led to both National and Labour voters reporting little confidence that NZ First 

was acting in the best interests of the country (Miller 1998, 125). 

National and NZ First reached a coalition agreement after three months of 

negotiation.  The 74 page document awarded 5 of the 20 cabinet positions with a 

promise to receive 3 more by October 1998 (Aimer and Miller 2002, 7).  Winston Peters 

was awarded the post of Treasurer, the powerful head of the Finance Ministry.  While 

there is no concrete, explicit proof that NZ First took the best deal (rather than making 

the coalition decision based on policy similarity or the ability to work together), the 

number of cabinet positions they did receive is good circumstantial evidence that they 

did just that.  The terms of the agreement were met by a less than enthusiastic public 

who neither wanted nor expected this agreement and partnership.   

                                            
7
 This is a point I highlight in the previous paragraph, from Peters‘ comments and the sheer length of the 

negotiations, it appeared that NZ First was simply holding out for the best deal.  In terms of pure rational 
calculation, this might make sense, but ran counter to the ideals and expectations of MMP in general. 
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These feelings were especially true among those who supported National and NZ 

First.  Before the election, only 13% of National voters preferred NZ First as a coalition 

partner (Remarkably, a similar number preferred Labour) (Miller 1998: 129).  NZ First 

voters also ranked National last among preferred partners.  The first choice was a 

coalition involving Labour, who was favored over 2 to 1 against a coalition with National.  

NZ First voters desired a coalition with Labour and the Alliance (20%) or only Labour 

(24%) over a coalition with National (13%) (Miller 1998, 129).  Perhaps the reason that 

NZ First was not favored were the feelings about National voters toward the party in 

general and Winston Peters specifically.  Among National voters, 47% expressed either 

strong dislike or dislike for NZ First, against only 12% who liked or strong like the party 

(against 40% neutral).  National voters expressed even more negative feelings toward 

Peters when 53.2% stated strong dislike/dislike and only 14.4% like/strong like (31.7% 

neutral) (Miller 1998: 130).  NZ First voters found National and their party leader Jim 

Bolger equally objectionable.  46% expressed dislike/strong dislike of the National Party 

and 58% felt the same about Jim Bolger (Miller 1998, 131).   

Considering these feelings, the new coalition appeared to be off to a shaky start, 

and the behavior and performance of the first government did little to improve the 

situation.  From the outset of the new government, NZ First proved itself to be incapable 

of governing responsibly.  Since the party itself was relatively new it was continually 

plagued by inexperience, poor party discipline, and disorganization.  The only cabinet 

member with any experience inside the government was Winston Peters.  In fact, 5 of 

the 9 New Zealand First Ministers were new to parliament altogether (Aimer and Miller 
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2002, 7).  Almost immediately, NZ First members were embroiled in a series of high 

profile embarrassments that attracted significant media attention. 

At the beginning of the government‘s term, a NZ First Maori MP, Tukoroirangi 

Morgan, was implicated by media reports that he spent large amounts of public money 

from the Aoteroa Television Network on designer clothing, after had resigned as director 

of the company.  Rather than apologize and move forward, Morgan was caught trying to 

sell his story to television networks while in office.  Another NZ First Minister, Robyn 

McDonald, was criticized for taking a lavish and unnecessary trip France using public 

finances.  Later in 1998, Tau Henare was replaced as Deputy Leader of NZ First after 

he took a similar trip to France, this time to collect shrunken Maori heads (Boston, 

Church, and Pearse 2004, 588).  Perhaps the most outrageous of behavior was 

performed by the party leader himself.  Winston Peters was found guilty of assaulting a 

National MP, John Banks, when a debate on the parliamentary floor spilled out into the 

lobby.  Peters was also embarrassed by the findings of the ―Winehouse‖ Commission, 

which found that his claims that several prominent businessmen and National 

supporters were frequent tax evaders, were false.  Peters refused to apologize for either 

event, which further antagonized his coalition partners (Boston, Church, and Pearse 

2004). 

These are singular events, but typified the difficulty the first coalition government 

faced.  The public responded to the performance of the coalition by blaming NZ First, 

whose favorability among the voters fell.  In July 1996, the party received 29% approval 

from the public, its highest ever.  One year later in July 1997, after the scandals I detail 

above, party approval stood at 4%.  By October, party approval was only 2% (Miller 
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1998, 133).  These continued issues, and declining support caused embarrassment for 

National MP‘s and Ministers who had to endure daily questioning about their coalition 

partners.  The public embarrassments did nothing to improve relations among the 

parties in government.  The coalition eventually crumbled in late-1998 over issues 

related to the selling of several state-owned assets.   

The first coalition government under MMP was an unmitigated disaster.  Parties, to 

a certain extent, learned their lesson of the National/NZ First government and attempted 

to come to coalition agreements prior to the elections.  But, the uncertain nature of 

election results made this type of government-planning difficult.  Labour was also 

reluctant to adamantly say who it would prefer to form a government with before the 

elections.  This was especially during the election of 2002 after the debacle concerning 

their coalition with the Alliance which came to a disastrous end in 2001.    Also, the 

governments themselves were made up of parties that often times had disparate views 

on issues.  One of the goals of MMP was to create more ideologically-representative 

coalition governments, but these governments were more difficult to navigate and hold 

together.  What was introduced into the system was a degree of uncertainty about who 

would be a part of the government and whether that government could hold itself 

together. 

Before the election of 1999, there was some movement toward making post-

election coalition plans.  Labour and National benefited from a pre-arranged coalition 

agreement in several respects.  After the NZ First/National post-election bargaining, the 

public was strongly in favor of prearranged pre-election coalition agreements.  The 

Alliance also benefited by reducing the risk that they would be outmaneuvered by either 
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the Green Party or NZ First after the election.  Because of this the Alliance was flexible 

on some of their dearly held policy beliefs.  They compromised with Labour on issues 

related to taxation and free-market policies.  Despite this Labour leader Helen Clark 

criticized Alliance positions like the abolition of tertiary fees, free health care, and an 

extra week‘s vacation for workers as ―ambitious.‖ (Miller 2002, 117) Due to genuine 

policy disagreements and a degree of uncertainty about the electoral prospects of NZ 

First and the Greens, Clark continually refused to rule out the possibility of dealing with 

Winston Peters if NZ First held the balance of power (Miller 2002).  When the initial 

election results came in it appeared that Labour and Alliance had 63 seats a majority in 

parliament.  When special votes were counted, the Green Party crossed the 5% 

threshold and won 7 seats, denying seats from Labour/Alliance and reduced their share 

to 59.  The Greens came to an agreement on confidence and supply shortly after the 

election and the 5th Labour government took office. 

The agreement reached between Labour and the Alliance was only 1.5 pages in 

length, a stark contrast from the 74 page agreement made between National and NZ 

First in 1996.  It avoided any detailed policy agreements and focused instead on 

―consensus management‖ and ―collective cabinet responsibility‖ (Miller and Curtin 2008, 

6).  The vague nature of the agreement led to dissatisfaction among Alliance 

supporters.  Alliance supporters had difficulty achieving any sort of policy gains and the 

coalition eventually collapsed when Labour pursued a free trade agreement with 

Singapore and when the government decided to commit troops to Afghanistan.  The 
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latter issue actually fractured the Alliance and was one of the reasons Labour called 

early elections in 20028. 

The other reason for the early elections had to do with the Green Party which, in 

the run up to the 2002 election, began to harden its policy demands.  Although the 

Greens had maintained a good working relationship with the government, they staged a 

walkout of Parliament‘s debate floor over the issue of genetically modified foods.  The 

Greens withdrew support from Labour and threatened that if Labour did not reverse its 

position on the issue, they would use their parliamentary strength to block a Labour-led 

government.  Labour used this to criticize coalition government and urged voters to 

return them to office with a parliamentary majority.  The election left Labour and the 

Progressives (the remaining members of the Alliance, who held on to 2 seats) 7 seats 

short of the necessary 61 to pass any parts of their agenda.  They decided to enter into 

a ―confidence and supply‖ agreement with the evangelical Christian party, United Future 

(Bowler, Karp, and Donovan 2010, 4).  This was a surprise to the voters of United 

Future, who saw their support drop from a high of 6.7% after the 2002 election to below 

2% before the 2005 election.  The Labour/Progressive government also came to a 

surprising agreement with the Green party on matters of support.  This government 

managed to hold together through their entire 3 year term, but once again the public 

was left with a coalition agreement that they did not expect.  This pattern was repeated 

during the election of 2005. 

During the 2005 election Helen Clark, the leader of the Labour party, campaigned 

on a Labour/Progressive/Green coalition ticket, but abandoned that ticket once the 

                                            
8
 I describe how the Alliance fell apart in the following section on party-switching. 
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election was over (Joseph 2008).  Labour held 50 seats, Jim Anderton‘s Progressive 

seat added another, and the Greens held 6 seats, leaving the coalition 4 seats short of 

a governing majority.  Once again, Winston Peters would be in the center of coalition 

negotiations.  He declared before the election that he would seek an agreement with the 

largest party, but would not enter into a coalition or accept the ―baubles of office.‖ 

(Vowles 2006, 1217)  Following the election NZ First and United Future both declared 

they would be prepared to enter into an agreement with Labour, but only if the Green 

Party was not a part of the government.  Labour/Progressive/NZ First/United Future 

commanded 61 votes, and the Greens were left out.  The arrangements made were 

unusual.  The 21 seat cabinet was filled with Labour MP‘s, but the leaders of both NZ 

First and United Future received significant positions in the government outside of 

cabinet.  Peter Dunne, leader of United Future, became the Minister of Revenue.  

Winton Peters, in a more controversial move, became Minister of Foreign Affairs.  This 

was an unusually high position for someone who was not a member of the cabinet 

(Vowles 2006, 1218).  Peters had again promised the electorate one thing, only to 

reverse himself and choose political gain.   

The formation of the first four governments under MMP introduced a degree of 

uncertainty.  1996 gave the public a government it neither wanted nor expected and the 

government collapsed before the end of its term.  1999 offered some improvement, but 

parties were still reluctant to enter into pre-election agreements, and the uncertainty of 

election results made this process difficult.  The government coalition was also not able 

to make it through the three year term and elections were called early.  In 2002 and 

2005, unusual governments were formed after the elections.  Coalition governments 
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were one of the products expected from MMP, but the actual formation was continually 

problematic and the change from the previous system was stark. 

The reality under FPP was very different.  The leader of one or other of the 
centrist parties (Labour or National) which won a majority of the seats on 
election day claimed the mandate to govern.  Usually the incoming or 
returned Prime Minister was known within a short while of the polls 
closing… These realities established a system of virtual direct-election of 
government.  Voters voted for their preferred party knowing who would be 
Prime Minister if their party won the election.  However, all that changed 
under MMP, which vest the prerogative of government formation in the 
political parties that the people elect to parliament. (Joseph 2008, 8) 

New Zealanders cast their vote with conflicting, mixed, or no signals from the 

leaders of the political parties about who would be in the government after the election.  

This is one of the processes that I believe could have a negative impact on support for 

the new system.  However, coalition government was not the only new process under 

MMP that undermined the legitimacy of the new system.  Starting in 1993, MP‘s began 

to switch parties, a practice that continued after MMP elections began.  In the following 

section I describe this new process.   

Party-Switching 1993-2002 

MMP was adopted in 1993 by a referendum, but the first election under the new 

rules did not take place until 1996.  This left a three year window for new 3rd parties to 

form and organize.   As I describe earlier, some third parties already existed like New 

Zealand First and the Alliance.  Other parties, like ACT New Zealand, were formed 

outside of parliament by political activists not holding any elected office.  Another group 

of MP‘s left their former parties to form new parties or join existing parties.  The reason 

behind these defections is varied, but either had to do with ideological difference with 

Labour or National or a MP‘s desire for self-preservation.   
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The first of these rationales is easy to understand.  For a long period of time 

Labour and National dominated the political scene as center-left and center-right 

parties.  Essentially, in order to get elected, politicians joined one of these two political 

parties even though they might not have been a pure, ideological fit.  This is the nature 

of a catch-all party, but now that there was increased opportunity to form or join a party 

that MP‘s were closer to ideologically.  Some did just that, including National MP Grame 

Lee.  Lee was a strong Christian conservative who left National to form the right-wing 

Christian Democratic Party.  One junior National Cabinet Minister joined the newly 

formed centrist United New Zealand Party after concerns with some of Nationals more 

neo-liberal economic policies (Aimer and Miller 1998, 4). 

Another group of MP‘s left their parties and joined new ones for reasons of self-

preservation.  These are members whose districts were to be eliminated under the new 

electoral rules and who could not guarantee a favorable list position by either National 

or Labour.  Rather than retire or risk losing their seat by taking a disadvantageous 

position on the proportional list, some decided to form their own parties.  National MP 

Pauline Gardiner would have faced a tough race in her new district decided instead to 

join United New Zealand.  Vowles (1998) dubbed the remaining three members of the 

Labour and National parties that left to join United New Zealand, ―low achievement‖ 

MP‘s who faced little chance of reelection. 

Between 1993 and 1996, thirteen MP‘s out of 99 defected to form their own 

political parties or joined existing ones so party-hopping was a new process introduced 

to New Zealanders prior to the first election under MMP in 1996.  Some degree of 

uncertainty and movement of MP‘s could be expected between the last election under 
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FPP and the first under MMP, but what neither voters nor experts expected was the 

continuation of party-hopping among elites after 1996.  These switches had 

consequences for how voters felt about their new system as well. 

After the initial rush of party-hopping, the number of switches died down until 

1997.  After this date, several high-profile and controversial party defections made the 

practice a national issue.  The first and most controversial of these changes in party 

occurred in July of 1997 when an Alliance list MP, Alamein Kopu, resigned from her 

party and declared herself an independent.  She justified this move on the basis that the 

party was not providing her with, ―practical and real support.‖ (Aimer and Miller 2002, 9)  

There seemed to be little evidence of her complaints or outward disagreements with the 

party hierarchy.  In fact, less than a year before, Kopu was placed in a favorable list 

spot which was the reason she won her seat.  While it is impossible to know her true 

motivations, observers were baffled by her move.  One commentator suggested, ―[the 

switch] made little or no sense to anyone but herself, her family, and those members of 

the government that encouraged her.‖ (Vowles 2002, 687)  

Kopu‘s defection was the most prominent example, but not the only case of 

members switching parties.  Another round of party-hopping occurred over the tense 

relationship between National and NZ First (more evidence that the two parties had 

difficulty operating together).  Prior to, and perhaps foreshadowing, the collapse of the 

coalition, Neal Kirton a NZ First list MP, left the party to become an independent.  His 

stated reason was that National was not living up to the coalition agreement.  When the 

coalition did collapse, the NZ First party splintered.  Eight MP‘s resigned to become 

independents where they split 4 ways.  Ann Batten, Jack Elder, Tuku Morgan, and Rana 
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Witai created the Mauri Pacific Party.  Tauriki Delemare joined the Te Tawharau party, 

while Peter McCardle remained an independent.  Perhaps one of the reasons for the 

shifts was a loophole in Parliament‘s Standing Orders.  This loophole allowed any MP 

who switched parties and named themselves the head of a new party (even an 

Independent party) could claim a higher salary in parliament, as well as funding for their 

new party (Geddis 2006, 37).  This order stood even though the new ―party‖ had never 

received a single vote from the electorate and could theoretically have only one 

member, as in the case of Kopu (Geddis 2006).   

As puzzling as some of the moves might have been and the anger they stoked, 

they raised serious questions about the legitimacy of the list portion of MMP.  Since 

MP‘s were allocated under the proportional vote to assure that parties were represented 

in Parliament according to the percentage of their vote defections of list MP‘s distorted 

that representation.  Also, list MP‘s had no electoral district, so their legitimacy as MP‘s 

was based solely from their membership and support from a political party.  When the 

list MP‘s switched their parties, they undercut the source of their electoral connection 

with the voters.  Kopu, for example, ran in an electoral district in 1996 (along with being 

included in the Alliance list), where she garnered a mere 5.7% of the vote (Aimer and 

Miller 2002, 9).  Kopu owed her entire electoral legitimacy to her political party, without it 

she would not have been an MP at all.  When she left the party, her connection to the 

voters was severed. 

Jim Anderton, the leader of the Progressive Alliance became one of the most 

outspoken critics of party-switching saying the act, ―breeched every standard of ethics 

that are known.‖ (Geddis 2002, 2006) He started a ―Go-Now‖ petition calling on every 
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MP who switched parties to resign, which many in the Labour Party vigorously 

endorsed.  Much of the public agreed.  To many it was simply intolerable that those who 

switched parties, apparently out of personal gain, could remain in parliament (Geddis 

2006).  As a result, two political parties, Labour and the Alliance who formed a minority 

government in 1999, pledged to address the situation through legislation.  Although the 

principle behind the bill had wide support among the public, the parties did not pass a 

bill until 2001 in the form of the Electoral Integrity Amendment Act (Geddis 2006).  This 

party-switching law required that the Speaker of the House declare a seat vacant if the 

MP who held that seat, ―ceases to be a parliamentary member of the political party,‖ for 

which he or she was elected (Geddis 2006, 38).  This law would appear to have solved 

the problem of party-switching, but a series of events involving (ironically) the Alliance 

made a farce of the new law.    

  The Alliance Party joined the Labour party in a formal governing coalition 

following the election of 1999.  But, like the NZ First Party before it, the party had little 

practical experience in actual governing.  Many in the party felt boxed in by the 

trappings of government.  These feelings came to a head when the government decided 

to send troops to Afghanistan in support of the United States.  This issue divided the 

party.  Eventually, the Alliance split into two factions with the more ―moderate‖ wing 

supporting the government action and the ―radical‖ wing, which did not.  The policy 

divide between the two factions was too great leading to a complete rupture of the party.  

In actuality, the factions began operating as separate parties, eventually meeting in 

separate caucuses.  The factions never formally declared themselves as separate 

parties, thereby getting around the Electoral Integrity Act.  The situation became even 
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more complicated when the Alliance Party‘s extra-parliamentary governing council 

voted to force out the members of the ―moderate‖ faction.  This included the party‘s 

original parliamentary leader Jim Anderton.  So the recognized leader of the Alliance 

Party in Parliament was no longer a member of the ―Alliance Party‖ proper (Geddis 

2006, 42).  The members of the factions never officially declared themselves separate 

parties, which made a joke of the party-hopping law.  The time spent on the 

parliamentary debate over whether the Alliance MPs‘ actions technically fell under the 

party-hopping law was one of the reasons that Labour called early elections in 2002 

(Geddis 2002).  The Prime Minister stated that the debate was, ―demean[ing] 

[Parliament‘s] public standing and enhanc[ing] its unfortunate image as an institution 

which achieves little.‖ (Geddis 2006, 43)   

The public‘s reaction to party switching and the ensuing legislation was based on a 

view of the appropriate role for elected officials within New Zealand‘s new system of 

MMP.  This view suggests that MP‘s should be a team-member whose conduct sticks to 

the party‘s mandate.  According to this view, MP‘s should either hold the position of the 

party or adjust their view if they do not.  If an individual is unable to do this and decides 

to formally leave the party to which they owe their electoral success, then their right to 

continue holding a seat in parliament is called into question (Geddis 2006).  Party-

switching fell into direct contrast with this view and was another process that impacted 

the public‘s views of their new system (Geddis 2002, 2006).          

Before continuing on to a discussion of the policies that the coalition governments 

pursued, I would like to explain what the preceding historical narrative suggests about 

the proportional model I draw in Chapter 3.  To reiterate, the model suggests that 
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increased proportionality leads to more ideologically diverse political parties.  When 

these ideological diverse political parties are incorporated as ―representative agents‖ in 

decision-making (through coalitions or another mechanism) then the process of 

representation is met.  In New Zealand, more ideologically diverse political parties were 

incorporated into the system.  In the past, only two centrist parties, Labour and National, 

had success gaining seats.  Under MMP, the party system included neo-liberal, right-

wing economic parties (ACT), environmental parties (Greens), and a religious-based, 

Christian party (United Future), among others.  The inclusion of these ideological 

differences means that the first two steps of the model are successful.  The next step, 

more ―representative agents‖ included in decision-making proves to be more difficult. 

The proportional model fails to predict the difficult coalition-formation process or 

party-hopping.  New Zealand parties, from 1996 to 2005, never seemed to manage 

forming pre-election coalition agreements or post-election bargaining in a satisfactory 

manner.  The first National/NZ First coalition was an unmitigated disaster.  Then the 

1999 and 2002 coalition processes were somewhat improved, but parties were still 

hesitant to clearly state before the election what other parties they were willing or able 

to work with.  The 1999 coalition between Labour and the Alliance fell apart before the 

2002 election.  The 2005 coalition once again demonstrated that individual politicians 

were willing to place their own interests first.  Labour discarded its pre-election promises 

and brokered a deal with Winston Peters (who was once again, like in 1996, in the 

middle of controversial coalition bargaining) to form a government without the Green 

Party.  Parties engaging in post-election bargaining and log-rolling without considering 

the will of the public was something that I discuss as a potential break in the 
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proportional model and it appears that New Zealand‘s experience with MMP 

demonstrates those concerns were warranted.  Party-switching presents an interesting 

break in representative processes.  There is no theoretical reason that one electoral 

system or another might lead to party-hopping, so it was not a practice I spent any time 

with while developing theories.  The practice of party-hopping does show is that 

individuals, regardless of institutional context, have a profound impact on representative 

processes.  When an individual, list MP decides to leave their party, especially when the 

party is responsible for their seat in the first place, a key component of representation is 

lost.  The electoral system exacerbates this problem, since MP‘s who switch are elected 

because of a party vote, but does not cause the problem.  Individuals make this choice 

because of their own volition.  What is clear is that the processes of representation 

because of difficulty in coalition formation and the continued practice of party-switching 

were not able to meet the conditions laid out in the proportional model. 

At this point, due to difficulty with coalitions and party-hopping, the proportional 

model shows signs of breakage.    In a similar vein, successive governments in New 

Zealand were slow to rollback the neo-liberal policies that caused the change of 

electoral system in the first place.  The first National/NZ First government was not able 

to continue the aggressive program of privatization, tax cuts, and spending cuts of the 

past (perhaps because of the generally free-spending NZ First Members).  However, 

they did little to return to the ―cradle to grave‖ care that characterized the pre-1984, FPP 

New Zealand.  Successive Labour-led governments that followed had more success 

returning some of the social and economic benefits of the past.  I believe that over time, 

the changes in policy led to more favorable attitudes toward MMP.  The following 
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section discusses the policy direction of the governments formed under MMP from 

1996-2005.   

Policy in New Zealand under MMP: 1996-2005 

As I describe in Chapter 3, successive governments (Labour 1984-1990) and 

National (1990-1996) pursued policies that seriously cut back on social spending and 

the protectionist policies that characterized the previous 100 years.  It is my belief that 

these changes in policy were the driving force behind the loss in legitimacy for FPP and 

precipitated the change to the new electoral system of MMP.  I argue that MMP would 

only be deemed a success if citizens of New Zealand felt that the new electoral system 

reversed some of these policies.  Policy changes were not forthcoming after the first 

election under MMP, when a surprising coalition of National and NZ First formed a 

government.  This government did little to reverse the policies of the past.  The Labour-

led governments actually returned some of the services that had been taken away from 

New Zealanders.  But, after a rush of activity from 1999-2002, the pace of policy change 

slowed.  Labour was reluctant to return New Zealander to its free-spending roots of the 

pre-1984 period.  This section describes this change in policy direction and in later 

sections is used to explain the changes in support for MMP.  

Reversing Past Policies and Reestablishing Some Social Welfare: 1996-2005 

National nearly lost the election of 1996 and was forced to go into a coalition with 

New Zealand First.  In order to remain in government, National had to make policy 

concessions to the more free-spending NZ First Party.  This put a halt, for the most part, 

to the aggressive neo-liberal policies of the past.  Even with the roadblocks put up by 

New Zealand First, the coalition still passed several policies that further reduced social 

benefits to New Zealanders. 
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One of the major policies passed by the National/NZ First government was a 

scheme known as the community wage.  Passed in 1998, this act merged the 

Department of Social Welfare and the New Zealand Employment Service together.  The 

goal behind this merger, as stated by the government, was to provide a ―one-stop shop‖ 

for the unemployed where they would receive job-training and placement as well as 

unemployment assistance (Peters 1998).  Essentially the move was an attempt to 

create a ―work for pay‖ system where communities could request workers, whose work 

would then be subsidized by the government (McTaggert 2005).  National and NZ First 

wanted to streamline the process of work-training to work in order to reduce the overall 

payment of unemployment benefits.  The National/NZ First government also pushed two 

different plans to change the payments of superannuation to retired New Zealanders.  

The government tried to reduce pension payments by lowering the floor of wages to 

which it was tied (Mclelland and St. John 2006).  In 1998, the government backed a 

referendum on a NZ First plan that would have created private accounts for 

superannuation in an effort to move retirement funds away from complete public 

financing.  The referendum failed 92% to 8%, in what was an early sign of the 

satisfaction with the conservative policies that dominated the previous decade (Vowles 

et al. 2002). 

When the Labour/Alliance coalition (aided by the Green party) took over the 

government in 1999, they quickly moved to reverse some of the more draconian, 

conservative policies of the past, passing a rash of legislation in their first two years in 

government.  In the first three weeks of their term, the government announced an 

increase in the minimum wage, eliminated the interest on student loans for full-time and 
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low income students, and introduced new legislation that would increase the tax rate on 

those with the highest incomes (Sinclair 2003).  In the first year alone, the center-left 

restored the wage-related floor for state pensions, reversed the privatization of accident 

insurance, as well as increasing the superannuation payments for married couples.  In 

early 2000, the welfare-to-work scheme was eliminated and health care reforms 

designed to increase access to help were also introduced.  In the area of housing, the 

Housing Restructuring Amendment Bill was passed.  It set rents at 25% of household 

income, making them much more affordable than the market-based approaches of the 

past (McClelland and St. John 2006).  The government also set out to improve 

education by increasing funding for early-childhood education, increasing subsides for 

tertiary education, and also reversed a decision by the National government to increase 

the rate of student loan repayment (McTaggert 2005). 

One of the most drastic reversals of past policy was in aid to children and families.  

―It had become apparent that poorer families with children had been neglected for most 

of the 1990s and an unacceptable level of poverty had emerged.‖ (McClelland and St. 

John 2006, 182)  The government passed three separate tax credits aimed at assisting 

families with children: The Parental Tax Credit, A Child Tax Credit, and a Family Tax 

Credit (McTaggert 2005)9.  The government also recognized an increasing problem in 

education and passed several policies to help at-risk students.  The center-left 

committed itself to opening new schools in lower income areas and placing more social 

workers in these schools to deal with the problem of attrition among these students 

(McTaggert 2005).  In 2001, an additional 23 million dollars was allocated to reducing 

                                            
9
 These credits would later be replaced in 2004 by the Working for Families package. 
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the attrition rate in schools.  Funding for safe environments for low-income students to 

study called ―homework centers‖ was also created.  One of the major changes was the 

end of ―block‖ funding for education which, ―was intended to be a small contribution to 

the ideal that opportunity in early life should not be determined by who or how well of 

the child‘s parents are.‖ (McTaggert 2005, 104)  Commitments to increase education by 

300 million a year were also made in 2001. 

Policy Change Slows 

After the rush of activity in the first two years of center-left government, the policy 

changes slowed.  But, this did not mean that left-leaning policies had been abandoned.  

The commitment to poorer families with children was continued in 2004 with an 

aggressive program called Working for Families.  The program began in 2005 and 

continues to the present day.  The main objective of Working for Families is to provide 

additional assistance to New Zealanders with families.  This is done through four tax 

credits: the Family Tax Credit, the In-Work Tax Credit, the Minimum Family Tax Credit, 

and Parental Tax Credit.  The Parental Tax Credit provided a 150 dollar a week for the 

first 8 weeks of a child‘s life to aid parents with newborns.  The Minimum Family Tax 

Credit guaranteed a minimum family income for lower income families with dependent 

children provided parents work the required number of hours a week.  The In-Work Tax 

Credit is similar but provides smaller levels of assistance to all families regardless of 

income as long as the families work a certain number of hours a week.  Finally, the 

Family Tax credit provides assistance to all families with dependent children without a 

work requirement (Miller 2005).  Several other key policies were also passed after 2004.  

One of these changes in policy was the reversal of the Employment Contracts Act, 

passed in the early 1990s.  This extremely controversial bill stripped New Zealanders of 
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their collective bargaining rights.   Employment law was changed to give trade unions 

more Northern Leaguel support and helped facilitate national bargaining (Vowles 2005, 

1137).  The government also granted civil union rights to same-sex couples, a bill that 

passed on a conscience vote through support from the center-left members.   

Overall, the shift in policy did not reclaim the generous social policies of the past.  

Now is a good time to pause and detail how the changes (or lack thereof) in policy and 

the lack of an increase in the process of representation due to the trouble of coalition 

formation and party-switching relate to the proportional model.  To reiterate, the 

proportional model states that as proportionality increases, the number of ideologically 

diverse parties also increases (due to the reduced impacts of mechanical/psychological 

effects of the electoral system).  Ideologically diverse parties are not enough to 

encapsulate the process of representation.  In order for citizens to be truly represented, 

more ―representative agents‖ have to be involved in the decision-making process.  

When more ―representative agents‖ are included, the theory is that the decisions 

reached will be a better reflection of what the people want.  This means overall better 

policy for the country.  When citizens are both represented (through agents in the 

decision-making process) and the system produces better policies the expectation is 

that overall support will be higher. 

How can the historical data from New Zealand on policy and process under a new 

MMP electoral system inform this model?  What is clear is that the model is less than 

successful in predicting what occurred in New Zealand after the change to a more 

proportional system.  When the electoral system became more permissive, more 

political parties were allowed into the system.  Under FPP, Labour and National 
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dominated elections; under MMP, more parties were able to win seats, which increased 

the amount of ideological representation (parties winning seats included those on the 

left (Greens and Progressives), right (ACT and United Future), and center (NZ First).  

After this step, the proportional model becomes less of an explanatory tool.  In terms of 

the next step, more ―representative agents‖ included in the decision-making process, 

New Zealand fell short.  Parties were never really able to cope with coalition formation, 

at least in a way that was satisfactory to the voters.  The first coalition formed under 

MMP was an unmitigated disaster, no one wanted a National/NZ First government, but 

that is what party elites delivered.  While coalition formation never reached the level of 

disaster as the 1996 government, parties still were unwilling or unable to state clearly 

the parties that they would be likely to work with following the election.  Even when 

parties did state clearly, like in 2005, they were willing to throw aside their promises for 

political expediency.  Overall, in short, New Zealanders did not receive the kind of 

representation from the coalitions that the proportional model might suggest.  There was 

also the additional, new process of party-hopping that had a negative effect on 

representation.  MP‘s elected through a proportional list took the initiative to switch 

parties or become the leaders of a new ―independent party‖.  Those elected through a 

party list have no independent standing in the electorate, but through the party that 

supports them.  When the practice of party-hopping became more frequent (at least in 

the minds of the voters), the representative character of MMP was also undermined.   

The new electoral system, overall, did not provide the type of increased 

representation that the proportional model suggests.  When this link in the chain is 

broken, the likelihood of good policy is lessened.  There were moments, like in 1999, 
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when parties did state prior to the election the parties that they would like to vote for 

following the election.  I do not find it coincidental that this is the time when policies that 

more closely represented what New Zealanders wanted were enacted.  Other than that 

brief period, New Zealand governments were unwilling to commit the country to the 

generous social policies of the past although they did improve the social character of 

legislation on a piece-meal basis.  The historical narrative makes it clear that the 

transition to MMP was not a smooth one10.  What is left to determine is the extent that 

these process and policy difficulties had an impact on support for the existing electoral 

regime.  In order to make this determination, I use a series of logit models to test 

different policy and process variables on support for alternative electoral systems.   

Testing Policy and Process Effects: New Zealand 1999-2008 

In this section I test the extent to which the policies and processes of the first four 

governments in New Zealand under the new electoral system affected whether citizens 

of that country preferred MMP or an alternative system.  To do so, I use data from the 

1999, 2002, 2005, and 2008 New Zealand Election Studies, which is continuing series 

of surveys that have traced reaction from New Zealanders since the referendum on the 

adoption of MMP was passed in 1993 (with the first election under MMP taking place in 

1996).  I use data from the studies to test the relationship between policy, process, 

support, and demographic variables (age, sex, education, and income) to determine 

whether they have an impact on MMP versus an alternative system.  This section is 

divided into three sections.  First, I describe the variables that I use as representations 

of policy and process as well as the control variables that are used in the models.  

                                            
10

 New Zealand did maintain an electoral tier, but because of the increased proportionality I focus on the 
representational character of New Zealand election results. 
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Second are descriptions of the statistical models and the expectations of the results that 

these models will yield.  Finally, I present the results and discuss what the results mean 

for both the success and failure of MMP and how they offer evidence of the theoretical 

links I draw in Chapter 3. 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable that I use in the statistical model is one that measures 

whether or not New Zealanders prefer MMP to alternative electoral systems (―MMP 

Choice‖).  In order to do this I use a question that is included in all of the New Zealand 

Election Studies (NZES) that asks the public how they would vote in a hypothetical 

referendum if it were held today.  Voters were given the choice between MMP, FPP, an 

alternative system, a combination of FPP and MMP, a corporate model, single-

transferable vote (STV), or single-member plurality (SMP).  I recode these choices to 

create a dummy variable where a 1 represents a desire to keep MMP, while a 0 

signifies support for an alternative electoral system.   

There are several theoretical reasons for using this measure as a dependent 

variable.  Theoretically, the existence and feasibility of alternatives is necessary for 

support to have any real meaning.  Richard Rose in his works (Rose and Mischler 1996; 

Rose 2007) makes this claim.  He applies Winston Churchill‘s famous proposition that, 

―democracy is the worst form of government, save all others,‖ (Rose and Mischler 1996, 

30) to post-communist countries.  Rose argues that support for democracy has no 

meaning in contexts where the population has no conception of an alternative system.  

In other words, support for the current system only matters when there is a different 

system to compare it with.  In the post-communist cases Rose compares feelings about 

the new democracies versus their alternative authoritarian regimes.  Since, I argue 
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previously (Chapter 2) that Western democracies were not a threat to become 

authoritarian, scholars should look to countries that changed electoral systems and then 

evaluate how the new system was viewed by the population.   

It is my view that the success or failure of new systems is based on how the 

public‘s perceptions of the new system has improved conditions in the country and 

corrected the problems of the past.  In a similar fashion, Rose and Mishler (1996) argue 

that those worse off economically under democracy would be more likely to be more 

supportive of authoritarianism.  I take a different tack by determining how citizens 

evaluate how the new system has corrected the policies and processes that were 

deemed to be problematic under FPP.  Specifically, I argue that MMP will only be 

deemed successful policy-wise if voters feel that the social structures that were 

dismantled under FPP were returning.  Process-wise, MMP will be success if 

representation and a connection to voters and their desires are embraced by elites.  By 

using ―MMP Choice‖ as a dependent variable it is possible to ascertain a ―progress 

report‖ for MMP by determining the extent of the relationship between MMP and a 

series of variables representing policy and process. 

Independent Variables 

There are two groups of independent variables that have particular note, policy 

and process variables.  For policy, I use a series of variables that measure whether or 

not people felt the government should be responsible to provide certain social services.  

These services include (asked in separate questions and variables) a decent standard 

of living for the elderly, a decent standard for the unemployed, jobs for anyone who 

needs one, housing for those who can not afford it, universal health insurance, and free 
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primary to college education11.  There are other survey questions that could possibly be 

used as alternative independent variables.  They are questions that attempt to 

determine the level of interest in similar issues (health, education, or welfare) as well as 

survey items that seek to determine the support for additional spending in the same 

areas.  I did not use these queries for a few reasons.  One of the advantages of the 

―government should provide‖ questions is their consistency throughout the surveys, they 

appear in every NZES from 1993-2008, which allows for true comparability over time.  

The spending and interest questions are not included in all surveys.  I also hesitate to 

use questions related to interest and spending due to the possibility of measurement 

error.  For instance, why might an individual be ―interested‖ in welfare?  Interest in 

welfare might be spurred by such divergent opinions as those who advocate the 

complete abolition of welfare, or those who believe that it is a right that should be 

guaranteed.  My hesitancy to use ―spending‖ has to do with the negative reaction that 

the word spending might bring among responders.  Frankly, citizens might instantly 

recoil from the word ―spending‖ and their otherwise potential support for government-

sponsored programs might be lost.  The spending questions are also not asked on all of 

the surveys from 1993 to 2008, so some degree of comparability would be lost. 

The questions I use have the advantage of capturing the beliefs and feelings that 

New Zealanders have about the social state in general.  I argue in Chapter 4 that MMP 

was adopted in part because the ―cradle to grave‖ care that the state provided for New 

Zealanders was dramatically and quickly taken away.  The policy variables, represented 

by these questions, gets at general feelings that New Zealanders have about the role 
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that the state has in the areas of health, welfare, and social security, unemployment, 

and housing.  Those respondents who believe that the state has a responsibility in 

those policy areas might be more favorable to MMP or look to the past fondly (when the 

state was more active) under FPP depending on the performance of the new 

governments under MMP.  I use another series of independent variables to capture 

policy, support for lower taxes and where respondents place themselves on the left/right 

scale. 

In Chapter 3, I use the terms ―left‖ and ―right‖ to conceptualize the dimension upon 

which party competition takes place (Downs 1957).  To reiterate, voters, in the 

estimation of researchers, have a solid understanding of what the terms mean and are 

able to place themselves accurately on this scale (McAllister and White 2007; Dalton 

2009).  This does not mean that individuals have an understanding of theoretical 

concepts like socialism, communism, or liberalism.  But, the scale can be used as a 

general summary of the particular issue cleavages that define the political competition in 

that individual‘s country.  In this vein, the left/right scale has been used by scholars as a 

measure that summarizes respondents‘ political positions (Dalton 1985; Kingeman et al. 

1994) and as a meta-issue that embodies the, ―major conflicts that are present in the 

political system.‖ (Inglehart 1990, 273)  Scholarship has also shown that where 

individuals place themselves on the left/right scale is strongly correlated with their 

positions on the important political issues facing their country (Dalton 2006).   

I consider the left/right scale to be a summary of respondents‘ positions on the 

issues of the day.  A summary of policy issues is appropriate for the questions that I am 

asking.  In Chapter 4 I argue that those who supported more government involvement in 
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all areas favored a switch to MMP.  In Chapter 5, I use the same measures to see if that 

relationship remained the same after the change.  Also, a summary variable like the 

left/right scale offers a nice complement to the specific positions on the government‘s 

health, welfare, unemployment, old age, and housing.  Between these variables, I 

believe an accurate portrait of respondents‘ feelings on government intervention in 

areas of policy can be ascertained.  In addition to these variables, I include one more 

variable in the policy area: support for lower taxes. 

The final policy variable I have is a measure that gauges the respondents support 

for reducing taxes.  I add this variable for two reasons.  The first has to do with one of 

the main policy goals of the Labour/National governments from 1984-1996, to drastically 

reduce tax rates across the board.  These tax cuts were financed by drastically reducing 

social services.  The second reason is that support for higher taxes could be seen as 

support for a government that is more active and has to pay for more generous social 

welfare policies.  It might be easier to say that you support generous education or 

welfare benefits, but to say that you‘re strongly disagree with reducing taxes, this means 

that you are willing to pay for those benefits. 

All total there are three main components of the policy-related independent 

variables.  There are a series of six survey questions from the 1999-2008 NZES that 

estimate whether or not a respondent believes that the government should be 

responsible for providing certain social services.  These services include benefits for the 

elderly, unemployed, those with difficulty affording housing, education, providing jobs, 

and universal health care.   The next, support for lower taxes, indicates both the level of 

commitment a person has for paying for the social programs they want as well as a 
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rejection of the tax cutting policies of previous governments.  Finally, I include a left/right 

scale variable I use as a summary variable that encapsulates the respondent‘s positions 

on a range of issues.  Between all of these variables the model will include both specific 

and general policy positions.  This should give a good indication of how people‘s policy 

positions affect how they feel about the success or failure of MMP.  I have also 

described particular processes that affected how people felt about the new electoral 

system and I include those in the model as well. 

In Chapter 3, I use a series of process variables that will not be included in the 

model Chapter 5.  These process-related survey questions asked the respondent how 

important they believed certain factors were to the way their Member of Parliament 

made decisions.  Respondents were asked whether MP‘s considered the majority view 

of a member‘s political party, relevant interest groups, or their pre-election promises 

before making decisions on ―major new laws‖.  The goal of using those variables was to 

determine how accountable MP‘s were to the party caucus, interest groups, or their 

electoral mandate (pre-election promises).  These are the processes that helped garner 

support for FPP.  I argue that when these processes were abandoned (especially the 

electoral mandate), support for FPP dropped.  In Chapter 5, I do not use this series of 

questions because they were not asked in the surveys after 1993.  Since the focus here 

is on the whether there was an increase in representation the two new processes under 

MMP that I consider those effects that will affect evaluations of the new system‘s 

success: coalition formation and party-hopping. 

I have already described how learning, among elites, played a role in the process 

of forming a coalition.  The first coalition between National and New Zealand First was 
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not a popular one and the actual process of forming was even less so.  There was a 

degree of learning that took place afterward with the Labour-led coalitions that followed.  

I expect that this learning would impact the way people judged MMP.  In order to 

measure this process, I use a survey question that asks respondents whether or not 

they believe parties should signal, prior to the election, what other parties they would 

potentially enter into a post-election coalition.  A second process that could also impact 

how New Zealanders felt about MMP was the continued practice of party-hopping.  

When MP‘s from party lists became independents or changed parties altogether, the 

legitimacy of their seats was called into question.  There is a survey question in the 

1999 and 2002 NZES that asks whether the respondent believed that MP‘s who 

switched parties should resign.  Both of these new processes might have an impact on 

how a citizen views the new system of MMP.   

The policy and process variables that I have just described are my main 

independent variables of interest.  There are also other independent variables that will 

act as important control variables.  I use standard control variables in my models: age, 

education level, income, and gender.  Outside of these demographic variables, I also 

use a survey question that determines the level of trust a person has in their 

government.  The trust variable asks respondents whether they agree with the following 

statement, ―you can trust the government to do what is right most of the time.‖  Trust is 

one of my indicator variables for specific support, while preference for alternative 

systems is indicative of more diffuse attitudes.  I have already described how I feel the 

relationship between support and institutions (and institutional change) is expressed, so 
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I will not repeat it here.  These are the variables that are used in my models, in the next 

section I describe what type of statistical techniques are used.        

Methodology 

The statistical techniques that I use in Chapter 5 are a series of binomial logit 

models.  These are appropriate procedures because of the nature of the dependent and 

independent variables.  The dependent variable is a dummy variable where a response 

of 1 indicates a willingness to vote for MMP in a hypothetical referendum, while a 0 

represents a desire to vote for another system.  The independent variables are also 

taken from survey questions and create ordinal variables.  The use of a dummy, 

dependent variable and independent, ordinal variables calls for the use of logit models.  

The post-estimation techniques are odds ratios, which help to explain the relationships 

between dependent and independent variables more clearly.  I also use descriptive 

statistics as well to help interpret some of the findings of the logit models. 

Based on the analysis of New Zealand‘s experience with MMP, I have a number of 

expectations for what the models will show.  These expectations are rooted in the 

historical analysis that I described in the early sections.  I separate these expectations 

by different NZES, and include a brief explanation of why I believe those results will 

bear out. 

Expectations 

I have several expectations for what data the models will bear.  Speaking 

generally, I believe the impacts demonstrated in the logit models will follow the historical 

narrative that I lay out in the earlier section.  This section details the expectations that I 

have for the process, policy, and independent variables that I chose for the statistical 

tests. 
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In terms of process, there are two main variables of interest: coalition formation 

and party-switching.  To briefly summarize, the process of coalition formation was new 

to New Zealanders under the new system of MMP.  Previously, governments were 

formed on election-day with one of the two major parties winning the election and 

forming a government.  This was changed under MMP, with no elections granting a 

single-party a majority of seats.  From the outset, coalition formation became 

problematic.  Twice, in 1996 and 2005, coalitions were formed contrary to what leaders 

of parties declared during the election.  Several of the coalitions were not able to hold 

together for the duration of their terms as well.  Because of this, I argue that New 

Zealanders had reason to believe that they were not being informed properly prior to the 

election about what the composition of the government post-election would be.  As a 

result, I expect that as respondents feel more strongly that each party ought to state 

explicitly before the election their preferred coalition partner, the more they would also 

favor an alternative system (representing a loss of support for MMP).   

The other process the received significant attention was the increasing number of 

MP‘s who switched parties.  This practice seriously undermined those who were elected 

through their party‘s list in the proportional section of the ballot.  Some argue that those 

whose election was through a party list, rather than through a single-member district, 

lost the legitimacy to hold office if they left that party.  This was such a contested issue 

that a law was passed requiring MP‘s who switched parties resign their seats.  Even 

after the passage of this law, members of the Progressive Alliance shattered its spirit 

when they operated in parliament as two separate groups.  Because of this I anticipate 
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that those who feel strongly that MP‘s who switch parties should resign will be more 

likely to support an alternative electoral system.   

The other section of independent variables of interest has to do with policy.  I 

contend that as policies moved away from the neo-liberal reforms that came under FPP 

the more favorable people would view the new electoral system.  I describe in the policy 

section several policies the Labour-led, coalition governments passed that slowly 

chipped away at the neo-liberal reforms of the past.  In a series of legislative measures, 

they returned some of the social benefits that New Zealanders had lost.  Because of 

this, I have several suppositions regarding the specific variables.  I use the variable 

left/right scale as a summary variable that absorbs the policy positions of respondents.  

I presume that those who are more conservative would favor FPP.  As far as the 

questions dealing with the specific issues of government involvement in the area of 

taxes, housing, education, unemployment, old age, health care, and jobs I believe the 

results will be mixed.  I expect this since social-welfare policies were dealt with on a 

piece-meal basis over time.  By 2008, social-welfare policy in New Zealand had 

definitely turned much more liberal.  Because of this, I assume that those in favor of 

increased government action will display support for MMP.   

There are several independent variables of interest in the models as well.  One of 

these is the variable measuring trust in elected officials.  I expect that as trust increases 

the more people will favor the existing electoral system of MMP12.  I include a series of 

demographic, control variables including: age, gender, education, and income.  I do not 

expect significance from the gender variable.  The only possible significance I can 
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 The survey question asks respondents whether they agree with the statement, ―elected officials can be 
trusted to do what is right most of the time.‖ 
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imagine is if there is a gender gap where men prove to be more conservative than 

women.  If this occurs, then I expect men will favor FPP.  I believe similarly about the 

other main control variables.  For instance, if older voters are more conservative in 

general, they will favor FPP.  I predict something similar with education and income as 

well.  If the higher educated prove more liberal (or left), then they will favor MMP.  Also, 

if those with higher incomes are more conservative, they will favor FPP.  The following 

section displays the results of the logit models and also discusses, with the aid of some 

descriptive statistics, what the results mean.   

Results 

This section reports the findings in the logit models.  I present the findings in 

passages dealing with policy and process variables separately in order to analyze their 

impacts on support for MMP.  For a complete list of findings see Table 5-2. 

Process Variables 

New Zealanders were presented with new processes following the adoption of 

MMP in 1996: coalition formation and party-switching.  I argue in Chapter 4 that the 

connection between citizens and their elected officials was lost when successive Labour 

and National governments dramatically changed the relationship between the state, the 

economy, and society.  I present evidence in Chapter 4 that there was a loss of 

connection between voters and their representatives. Voters felt like their elected 

officials no longer paid attention to their mandates, which had the ancillary effect of 

bringing about the change to MMP13.  The goal of MMP was to improve the connection 
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 The dramatic changes in policy were the driving force behind the electoral system change.  Voters also 
felt that their elected officials were not honest with them about their policy intentions.  But, it was the 
policy changes that preceded these feelings and are therefore the root cause.  For a complete 
explanation, see Chapter 4. 
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between citizens and the elected.  But, following the change to MMP historical evidence 

shows that coalition formation and party-switching undermined that connection.  An 

examination of the logit models provides further evidence that this is the case.   

 The main finding from these results is that the new processes had a negative 

effect on support for MMP.  As respondents increasingly believed that parties should 

state before the election which parties they would form a coalition with, the more they 

favored another type of electoral system.  This is a consistent, significant finding from 

1999 to 2008.  In 1999, for every unit increase in belief that coalitions should be named 

prior to the election, the odds that they supported MMP decreased by 15.6%.  This 

negative relationship remained consistent in the other years as well.  The odds of 

choosing MMP decreased 31.4% (2002), 24.1% (2005), and 17.0% (2008) as well.  This 

relationship, considering the historical evidence, is not unexpected. 

Leading into the 1996 election, New Zealanders had an expectation for the type of 

coalition that they might receive after the results were tabulated.  The parties, especially 

NZ First, offered mixed signals about who they would prefer to work with14.  Voters, on 

the other hand, developed a clear sense of what parties they wanted in the coalition.  

Virtually none of the National or NZ First voters wanted to form a coalition with the other 

party.  Most expected a center-left government following the election, but instead they 

received the National-NZ First coalition.  As I describe in an earlier section, the process 

of forming this coalition raised serious questions about the intentions of both parties, 

especially with regard to how the two parties regarded the views of their constituents.  
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 It should be noted that Winston Peters, the NZ First party leader, offered some clear signals that 
National would not be in government following the election.  This led people to believe that his party 
would not enter into negotiations with National. 
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The government stumbled through two years before collapsing in 1998.  Ensuing 

governments learned somewhat from this experience and tried to negotiate agreements 

prior to the election, but this was only marginally successful. 

The main reason for the lack of success was the uncertainty of the results of the 

MMP elections.  The Labour party and the Alliance worked out a pre-election agreement 

and were set to form a majority government following the election in 1999, but late 

election results handed seats to the Greens.  The center-left government now needed 

the Greens to help pass legislation.  This sort of uncertainty was unheard of when 

elections were held under FPP.  When the election was completed under those rules, 

one party won the most seats and formed a government the next day15.  The 

government that was formed was also stable, and would manage their responsibilities 

until the next election three years later.  The first two governments under MMP did not 

last through their whole term.   

The element of uncertainty was new, and even when parties tried to come to 

agreements afterward, their plans might be thrown array.  This happened again after the 

2005 election, where pre-election promises were thrown aside.  The Labour party 

campaigned on a promised Labour-Progressive-Green alliance, unceremoniously 

dropped the Greens following the election.  They did so when they realized they could 

make a better deal by offering important positions to two other party leaders.  One of 

these leaders was Winston Peters, NZ First leader, who again brokered his electoral 

position into a position of power.  When coalitions were formed against the expectations 

of the electorate, accountability was lost.  The connection between voters and their 
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 Generally, there was ample evidence about which party would win the election as well. 
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representatives was something that was supposed to be improved under MMP, but the 

process of coalition formation did little to increase that connection. 

The fact that those who felt strongly that parties should name their coalition 

partners before the election were more likely to support an alternative electoral system 

is a reflection of this reality.  Only in 2002 did the Labour party say that it would work 

with the Progressives before the election.  But this came on the heels of a governmental 

showdown with the Alliance, who fell apart, and the Greens who walked out of 

parliament.  Coalition government introduced an element of uncertainty that had never 

existed before.  Stable, one-party governments were replaced by unstable coalition 

governments, whose make-up was not clear prior to the election.  This had a negative 

impact on support for MMP, but was not the only process that had this effect.  The 

persistence of party-switching after MMP was enacted also harmed support for MMP. 

When New Zealanders voted for MMP through a referendum in 1993, there was a 

rash of entrepreneurial, party-building behavior.  This included a number of members of 

Labour and National leaving their respective parties to form others.  Party-switching was 

done for a number of reasons ranging from ideological differences with their old party to 

an electoral calculation.  When the practice continued after MMP was implemented, 

there were serious questions about the legitimacy of switches.  Party-switching became 

such a large national issue that it spawned legislation in 1999 requiring those who 

changed parties resign their office.  Because of this I expect that those who felt that 

MP‘s who switched their political parties would feel more negatively about MMP.   

The results of the logit models confirm my expectations that as respondents 

increasingly felt that MP‘s who switched parties should resign, their support for MMP 
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dropped.  The question on party-switching was only asked in the 1999 and 2002 New 

Zealand Elections Studies16, so the examination of its impacts is limited to those years.  

In 1999, with every unit increase in feelings that MP‘s who switched parties should 

resign led to a 12.3% decrease in the odds that the respondent would favor MMP over 

an alternative system.  In 2002, with a one unit increase in feelings that MP‘s should 

resign when switching parties, the odds of supporting a system other than MMP 

increased 14.4%.  Both results were significant at .01.  These results also confirm my 

expectations and demonstrate that several events had an impact on support for the 

electoral system. 

The practice of party-switching became an issue for several reasons.  There was a 

very real issue about the legitimacy of MP‘s who were elected under party lists, left their 

parties, and continued to sit in parliament under as an independent or the leader of a 

new party.  MP‘s elected on a party list are not directly elected in a single-member 

district, so there is no direct citizen connection.  The legitimacy of their office comes 

from the party, and when that connection was severed, the ―right‖ of the MP to continue 

to hold that seat could be questioned.  This became a larger issue when it was 

discovered that as the head of a new political party, the party-switcher was entitled to a 

higher salary and additional state funds to maintain the new party‘s apparatus.  The 

practice was so unpopular that a law was passed in 1999 requiring that members resign 

if they left their parties. 

The logit analysis shows that party-switching was still a drag on support for MMP 

in 2002 a full three years after legislation was passed.  That is because parties merely 
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 This is a curious choice since party-switches periodically occurred well after this date. 
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found ways around the law.  Specifically, the Alliance fractured into two separate 

entities in late 2001 and continued to sit in parliament and as part of the government.  

These two groups operated as two separate political parties, and the leader of the 

Alliance party Jim Anderton was cast out of the Alliance by the party apparatus outside 

of parliament.  But, because the party-switching law was in effect, the ―Alliance‖ never 

formally split, but the switch was already clear to the public.  This is why party-switching 

continued to have a negative impact on support for MMP. 

MMP was adopted, in part, to improve the relationship between the public and 

elected officials.  Under FPP, elites behaved as if the will of the public did not matter.  

People felt like their politicians were selling them one thing before the election and 

delivering something completely different afterward.  MMP was supposed to improve 

those conditions.  The way governments went about the process of forming coalitions 

demonstrated that MMP had not improved the situation at all.  The uncertainty of 

election results made coalition agreements difficult to plan, and even when pre-election 

plans were made, they were tossed aside when politically expedient.  The practice of 

party-switching was also another process that demonstrated that the gap between elites 

and citizens remained wide.  While the practice took place under FPP as well, the fact 

that list-MP‘s who had no direct connection to an electorate save the parties, switched 

caused a drag on support for MMP17.  I describe in the discussion section how in the 

absence of major changes in policy, these processes were damaging to support for 
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 I know that it is list MP is this cases, because the controversy started when list MP‘s, with no separate 
electoral connection to the voters outside their membership in a party, left the parties that were 
responsible for their election in the first place.   
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MMP.  The next section deals with how policy impacted support for MMP over this same 

period. 

Policy Variables 

While the process variables, coalition formation and party-switching, had a clearly 

negative impact on support for MMP, the policy variables are not as clear.  Two 

variables left/right scale and willingness to pay taxes yield the most compelling results.  

The remaining policy variables do not present as clear a picture, but still provide 

complimentary evidence that policy had a role to play in increased support for MMP 

electoral system. 

There is a clear connection between the left/right scale and willingness to pay 

taxes and support for MMP.  Self-placement on the left/right scale has the most 

consistent and clear relationship with support for MMP.  Over every year in the study 

this variable has demonstrated that the odds of supporting MMP decrease as the 

respondent is more conservative.  Results are highly significant in all years.  In 1999, 

with a one unit increase in conservatism, the odds of supporting MMP decrease 18.5%.  

This relationship remains the same in 2002 with a one unit increase in conservatism 

lowering the odds of supporting MMP by 15%.  This connection also exists in 2005, with 

the odds of MMP support decreasing 20.6% as the respondents become more 

conservative.  2008 is no different with an 18% decrease in the odds for a one unit 

increase in conservatism (all results are highly significant). 

I use left/right scale as a ―policy sponge‖ that soaks up a range of policy beliefs.  I 

believe the results that this variable yields have important conclusions for understanding 

support for MMP in New Zealand.  Overall, MMP has been a loss for conservatives.  

They simply did better in elections and their policy goals were met under FPP.  
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Electorally, National (the right-leaning of the major two parties) performed much better 

under FPP.  From 1975 to 1996, National controlled the government in 15 of the 21 

years.  Following the first elections under MMP, they still formed a government, but in a 

coalition that their voters neither wanted nor expected18.  In the election of 1999, 2002, 

and 2005 National was reNorthern Leagueted to an opposition party.  I believe that part 

of these results can be explained by electoral self-interest.  National voters were simply 

not winning elections under MMP.  Electoral self-interest is only part of the story though 

because conservative voters also did much better under FPP policy-wise than they did 

under MMP. 

The entire package of conservative, neo-liberal policies that precipitated electoral 

system change were passed under the old system of FPP.  Taxes were cut across the 

board, farm subsides were eliminated, social services were slashed, and government 

involvement in the economy was curtailed, from 1984-1996.  After the elections in 1996, 

these policies were slowly rolled back.  Taxes were raised, welfare-to-work policies 

were eliminated, and programs providing government funds for families were increased.  

New Zealand did not return to the generous level of social spending that preceded 

1984, but they did move in that direction.  Conservatives certainly are reacting to that 

change in policy direction from 1999-2008 and evidence is apparent in the logit results.   

The other policy item that demonstrated clear results was the variable that 

measured willingness to pay higher taxes.  The post-estimation odds ratios show a 

positive relationship between willingness to pay higher taxes and support for MMP.  In 

1999, with a one unit increase in the willingness to pay higher taxes, the odds of 
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 For a full explanation of this, see earlier sections in this chapter. 
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supporting MMP increased 26.8%.  The increases in odds were: 10% in 2002, 21.6% in 

2005, and 19.4% in 2005 for one unit increases in willingness to pay taxes (all are 

statistically significant).  This is not a surprising result.  Generally speaking, the desire 

and willingness to pay higher taxes could be considered a liberal position.  The National 

Party and those to the right of it consistently made lower, flatter tax rates a part of their 

platform.  Also, the neo-liberal reforms of the FPP-era included large cuts in rates as 

well as a flatter tax structure.  According to the logit results, those who wanted a return 

to the more progressive policies and tax rates of the past favored MMP.  

The remainder of the policy variables, particularly those that I use to encapsulate 

support for a more interventionist, social state, does not clearly indicate support for or 

against MMP.  My feeling for this that center-left governments took a piecemeal 

approach to social policy from 1999 to 2008.  One of the clearest relationships that the 

model demonstrates is the connection between housing and support for MMP.  Unlike 

the variables that I have already described, the relationship between the beliefs that 

government should help provide housing and support for MMP is not statistically 

significant across the four years of interest.  However, there is a consistent, positive 

relationship even if the coefficients do not reach the accepted levels of significance in 

every year.  There are significant results in 2002 and 2005 where with a one unit 

increase in the conviction that government should provide housing there is a 30.8% 

(2002) and a 24.7% (2008) increase in the odds of supporting MMP.  The reason that I 

believe that this relationship is consistently positive is that the Labour-led coalitions did 

make housing a priority.  Early in their first term, the government passed the Housing 

Restructuring Amendment Bill, which reestablished state control on rents.  This Bill 
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guaranteed that the price of rent could be no higher than 25% of a household‘s income.  

This is the kind of state intervention that existed during the FPP years, and those that 

favored this positive government action were more likely to support the new electoral 

system.  Another variable that yielded positive, although not consistently positive results 

was education. 

The belief that government should provide childhood to college education also had 

the relationship with support for MMP that I expected.  In 1999 and 2002, with a one unit 

increase in the feeling that government should provide education the odds of supporting 

MMP increased 19.7% and 14.7% respectively.  Afterward, the relationship remains 

positive, but do not reach levels of statistical significance.  The reason for this is the 

immediate push by the Labour-led coalition to reverse some of the policies of the 

previous governments concerning education.  The center-left acted early in 2000 to 

increase funding, upwards of several hundred million dollars, in several different areas 

of education.  The government moved immediately to cut interest rates on student 

loans.  The previous National/NZ First government had increased the interest and 

moved the scheduled payments for college loans, a move the Labour-led government 

reversed.  Other moves included the creation of ―homework centers‖ for at risk students, 

committing to building new schools across the country, as well as ending block funding 

for school districts.  These policies would help to explain why the significant 

relationships exist in 1999 and 2002.  The reason the variable fails to attain significance, 

is the government‘s inability to really pass any significant reforms after 2004.  There 

was a commitment to increase funding for education, but no moves to provide the kind 

of educational benefits that existed before 1984.  The failure of the model to produce 
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significant results in 2005 and 2008 could be a case of lost momentum on the issue of 

education.     

Two other policy variables that have mixed results are feelings about the level of 

government responsibility for providing jobs and help for the unemployed.  These are 

variables that seem to be similar in nature and produce similar results.  In 1999, both 

have positive relationship with support for MMP with increasing feelings that the 

government should be involved in aiding the unemployed and helping provide jobs 

leading to increased support for MMP.  Only the jobs variable yields significant results 

with a 26.8% increase in the odds of supporting MMP for every one unit increase in the 

belief of government intervention.  This is not altogether surprising, since I believe that 

in 1999 the more liberal positions on issues would be related to MMP.  What is 

interesting is that in 2005, the relationship switches.  The two variables have significant, 

negative relationships with support for MMP.  With one until increases in the 

determination that the government should provide jobs and should help the 

unemployed, the odds of supporting MMP decrease 15.1% and 18.1% respectively.  A 

possible explanation for this was the criticism that the Working for Families package of 

tax incentives received from liberals after its passage in 2004.  The main thrust behind 

the criticism was the work requirements needed to collect the benefits.  Many were 

insulted by the logic behind the bill, namely the belief that all the unemployed needed to 

improve their circumstances was governmental motivation.  Also, there was criticism of 

the delayed payment of benefits.  The bill was passed in 2004, but partial, initial 

payments were not given until 2005, with no increase in 2006, and a small increase in 

2007 (Miller 2006).  Full benefits were given in 2007 and these increased payments and 
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the attention they received could be a reason for the change in direction of the 

relationships.  There is a statistically significant relationship between those who 

increasingly felt that government should provide jobs and support for MMP.  

The final policy variable, government should provide for the elderly, yielded no 

positive results.  The coefficients and odds ratios are also very slight, suggesting that 

the variable has virtually no theoretical significance.  It seems likely that since the policy 

battles were generally waged in the areas of health, welfare, education, and taxes 

perhaps the issue of care for the elderly was overwhelmed by the more dominant issues 

of the day. 

The most important of the control variables is the item measuring the amount of 

trust a person has in the government.  Trust is an indicator of specific support, which 

may have a connection to more diffuse attitudes related to the preference for MMP or 

an alternative.  I expect that since trust is a variable that measures specific support, the 

more a person feels that the existing government is doing well at the present time, the 

more they will support the current electoral arrangements.  This relationship bears 

significant results in all of the models across all of the years.  In 1999, a one unit 

increase in trust leads to a 9.3% increase in the odds of supporting MMP.  The increase 

in odds in the subsequent years is: 14.2% (2002), 12.8% (2005), and 20.7% (2008).  

Other control variables also yield interesting, although not unexpected results.  Men had 

significantly higher odds of supporting a system other than MMP in 2005 (10.1%) and 

2008 (20.1%).  Those who were higher educated had increased odds of supporting 

MMP with significant results in all years.  Those with higher incomes have greater odds 

of preferring a system other than MMP, with significant results in 2005 and 2008. 
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What is left is to determine how policy and process impacted overall support for 

MMP.  Public support for MMP fluctuated between 1996 and 2008, the question is why?  

I have laid out a case using historical data that policies were slow to change after the 

electoral reform and the government never committed to provide the services that it had 

in the past.  Also, the historical record shows that coalition formation and party-

switching were two processes that became very important after the switch to MMP as 

well.  The statistical models show that policy and process had an impact on support for 

MMP.  The following section concludes with a discussion of how policy and process 

impacted the fluctuation of support for the electoral system from 1996 to 2008. 

Discussion: Support for MMP in New Zealand 

With only brief periods of improvement, support for MMP never reached the level 

of public approval that existed before the system was enacted.  What follows is a 

description of why levels of support have fluctuated and why MMP, for the most part, 

was consistently outpolled, with a brief period of higher support from 2001 and 2002, by 

alternative choices.  Figure 5-1 is a representation of the changes in support between 

MMP versus and alternative system. 

The two highest points of public support for MMP were actually before and during 

the first election.  In the 1993 referendum the public voted for MMP over FPP by 54% to 

46%.  Prior to the first election under MMP in 1996, support for MMP was at it highest 

point with 57% of New Zealanders preferring MMP to 43% favoring FPP.  In 1998, MMP 

support dropped precipitously, with only 37% of New Zealanders offering it as their 

preference, and 63% favoring an alternative.  Support rebounded somewhat in the 

following three years.  In 1999 support for MMP stood at 45%, improved to 52% in 

2001, and maintained that level in 2002, making the two years a post-electoral system 
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change high for support for MMP.  Alternative systems polled higher than MMP in both 

2005 and 2008, with the same scores, 52% (Alternative) against 48% (MMP).  The 

question is why support fluctuated with lows in 1998, a rebound in 2001 and 2002, and 

lost support again in 2005 and 2008?  The historical narrative I draw and the statistical 

models I run offer evidence for why this occurred. 

1998, when support for MMP hit a low point, is perhaps the easiest to explain.  

The government that controlled parliament was made up of two political parties: 

National and NZ First.  This was an unlikely partnership that the public neither expected 

nor wanted.  MP‘s also began engaging in the practice of party-switching, from list-

elected party seats to independent seats, without any direct electoral legitimacy from 

the voters (without the parties).  If MMP was to be judged, as I theorize, by improving 

the connection between voters and their representatives, the process of coalition 

formation and the persistent cases of party-switching shattered this connection.  The 

government‘s policies did not approach the level of conservatism that characterized the 

pre-MMP governments they also did little to reverse them.  Since New Zealanders as a 

whole supported more government involvement in areas like housing, education, 

welfare, unemployment, and help for the elderly the failure of the National/NZ First 

government to deal with those issues did not help MMP‘s cause.     

The improvement that came following 1999, in my estimation, has to do with 

changes in policy.  The Labour/Alliance government of 1999-2002 had a rash of policy 

activity that partially rolled back some of the more conservative policies of the past.  

They raised taxes, increased spending on education, and eliminated some of the work 

for welfare policies enacted by National in the previous government.  The policy action, I 
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believe, led to higher levels of support for MMP.  The reason I feel that policy is the 

reason for the improvement in support is that party-switching and coalition formation, 

according to the logit models, continued to be a drag on support for MMP.  The action of 

the government was enough to override those processes that weakened support for 

MMP.  It is when the Labour-led coalition slowed its policy action after 2002 that support 

began to wane once more. 

Labour after 2002, took the policy position (perhaps because of their electoral 

strength until 2005) of a ―third way‖.  They were hesitant to move away from the position 

they had staked in the center, preferring instead to pick away at the edges of social 

policy.  They did make some efforts in the area of education, but passed a series of 

policies designed to provide further assistance to working families that was criticized on 

the left for its work provisions.  After 2004, there were virtually no major changes in 

social policy to speak of.  Without changes in policy, process became an issue once 

again.  The 2005 government was formed contrary to the campaign pledges of Labour, 

who ditched the Green party after the election.  The coalition was formed with two 

parties who were not even mentioned by Labour.  When the leaders of those parties 

were offered plum positions outside of cabinet in exchange for their support, there were 

parallels drawn to the unpopular coalition process of 1996 (one of the main benefactors 

was Winston Peters in both coalition bargains).  In the absence of good policy or 

process, support for MMP dropped. 

Successes/Failure of the Proportional Model: Implications 

Both the historical narrative and the logit models demonstrate that the proportional 

model was less than successful in predicting what would happen in New Zealand 

following a change to a more proportional system in 1996.  Several factors kept support 
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from increasing: the failure of representative processes including coalition formation and 

party-hopping and the inability of governments to reenact generous social policies.  In 

this section I would like to detail briefly the general conclusions I draw from these 

failures. 

The first conclusion I believe to be of some import is the confounding role that 

individuals can have on the most carefully designed institutional models.  This is 

especially clear in the process of representation in New Zealand.  Coalitions were 

clearly affected by the personal characteristics of some political elites.  Not to lay all the 

blame for the negative feelings New Zealanders had about coalitions (and as a result, 

the negative feelings for the system as a whole) in the lap of Winston Peters, but he 

clearly had a large role.  Popkin (1991) suggests that singular events can shape how 

citizens feel about particular institutions or individuals.  Peter‘s behavior during the 1996 

coalition-building process received so much attention, and his actions were so 

egregious, that they plagued the first coalition formed under MMP.  His, and the 

behavior of others, could be blamed on old political hands attempting to operate within a 

new institutional framework.  But, this does not explain why a similar circumstance, with 

virtually the same political figures happened in 2005.  Winston Peters was again in the 

center of what was considered to be suspect political negotiations when he received a 

very important position in exchange for his party‘s support for the new Labour-led 

government.  Helen Clark, the Labour leader, was willing to throw aside the party‘s pre-

election commitments to the Green Party to win Peters‘ support.  This type of 

―unrepresentative‖ behavior is also apparent in the willingness of some MP‘s in New 

Zealand to leave their political parties.  Alamein Kopu, left the Alliance to form her own 
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independent political party despite the fact that she was elected because of a political 

party and when she ran in a single-member district only garnered 5% of the vote.  By 

forming this political party, she received a higher parliamentary salary.  This switch, and 

others, led Alliance leader Jim Anderton to make party-hopping a political issue.  

Anderton, himself, ended up splitting the Alliance into two separate parties without 

resigning as the bill he supported demanded.  What institutional rules or models can 

explain why individuals engage in these types of behaviors? 

It seems, at least from these examples, that the concerns I raise in Chapter 2 are 

well founded.  I posed the questions, are parties and leaders willing to cooperate and 

come to decisions by consensus, or are they more likely to horse-trade, bargain, and 

seek their own benefit above the good of others?  It seems from New Zealand that the 

electoral system was unable to change the basic nature of these elites.  Individuals, 

when given latitude within institutional contexts, are free to pursue their interests as they 

see fit.  This is why I would like to forward the proposition that electoral systems impact 

the type of party system that is created, but the behavior of that system depends on 

what is permissible under the rules.  There was nothing in New Zealand election law 

that demanded a particular coalition after the 1996 election, so elites (especially NZ 

First) pursued the best deal for themselves.  When Alamein Kopu saw an opportunity to 

improve her personal and political situation by switching parties, she took it.  When the 

Progressives wanted to split into separate parties without resigning their office, they did 

so, finding a loophole in the newly passed law that suggested that they should resign.  

These are decisions and actions that had dramatic impacts on representative 

processes, but they have nothing or little to do with the type of elections that were held.  
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To put another way, the electoral system can only shape or control so much, the 

behavior of parties and elites are beyond their capabilities. 

Something similar can be said about the types of policies that are enacted.  Here, 

it is important to distinguish between what the electoral system is responsible for and 

what the party system is responsible for.  If the types of coalitions that are formed have 

more to do with the actions of individuals and parties than elections, then it stands to 

reason that the types of policies that they enact follow the same logic.  The adoption of 

MMP, the increase in the number of ideologically diverse political parties did not lead to 

more representative coalitions and did not lead to the adoption of more generous social 

policies.  But should substantially different policies be expected in the first place when 

all that changed was the electoral system?   

This is a point that I explore further in the conclusion, but before that I would like to 

make a comparison of what happened in New Zealand following electoral system 

change and in Italy.  New Zealand‘s experience with electoral system change has been 

mixed to disappointing.  Italy‘s experience has been similar, although support reached 

relatively unprecedented heights after six years with mixed-member majoritarian, these 

initial positive reactions were lost in the ensuing five years.  Chapter 6 details the 

processes and policies in Italy under a new, more majoritarian system and their 

relationship to the levels of support in the country.      
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Table 5-1. Summary of parliamentary election results: New Zealand 1996-2005 

Parties 
1996 1999 2002 2005 

% 
Seats 

% 
Seats 

% 
Seats 

% 
Seats 

E L T E L T E L T E L T 

National 33.8 30 14 44 30.5 22 17 39 20.9 21 6 27 39.1 31 17 48 

Labour 28.1 26 11 37 38.7 41 8 49 41.2 45 7 52 41.1 31 19 50 

NZ First 13.3 6 11 17 4.26 1 4 5 10.3 1 12 13 5.72 0 7 7 

Alliance 10.1 1 12 13 7.74 1 9 10 - - - - - - - - 

ACT 6.10 1 7 8 7.04 0 9 9 7.14 0 9 9 1.51 1 1 2 

United NZ 0.88 1 0 1 0.54 1 0 1 - - - - - - - - 

Greens - - - - 5.16 1 6 7 7.0 0 9 9 5.30 0 6 6 

United Future - - - - - - - - 6.69 1 7 8 2.67 1 2 3 

Progressives - - - - - - - - 1.70 1 1 2 1.16 1 0 1 

Others 7.54 0 0 0 6.03 0 0 0 4.89 0 0 0 3.35 4 0 4 

Total 100 65 55 120 100 67 53 120 100 69 51 120 100 69 52 121 

 
 

 



 

322 

Table 5-2. Effect of process and policy variables on MMP versus alternative system choice: New Zealand 1999-2008 

Independent 
Variables 

1999 2002 2005 2008 
B 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

 
Left/Right Scale 
 

-.204*** 
(.024) 

-18.5 
-.162*** 
(.023) 

-15.0 
-.230*** 
(.026) 

-20.6 
-.198*** 
(.033) 

-18.0 

Support Higher 
Taxes 

.237*** 
(.046) 

26.8 
.094** 

(.047) 
10.0 

.195*** 
(.0613) 

21.6 
.177** 

(.073) 
19.4 

Government Should 
Provide Jobs 

.233*** 
(.068) 

26.3 
.082 

(.065) 
8.6 

-.164** 
(.076) 

-15.1 
.182** 

(.090) 
20.0 

Government Should 
Provide Care for 
Elderly 

-.058 
(.090) 

-5.7 
-.052 
(.089) 

-5.1 
-.005 
(.114) 

-0.5 
.158 

(.132) 
17.2 

Government Should 
Provide for 
Unemployed 

.072 
(.094) 

7.5 
.106 

(.089) 
11.2 

-.199* 
(.106) 

-18.1 
.100 

(.117) 
10.6 

Government Should 
Help Provide 
Housing 

.129 
(.102) 

13.8 
.268*** 

(.094) 
30.8 

.078 
(.116) 

8.1 
.220* 

(.128) 
24.7 

Government Should 
Provide Universal 
Health Coverage 

-.060 
(.070) 

-5.8 
-.116* 
(.069) 

-11.0 
-.018 
(.085) 

-1.8 
.074 

(.104) 
7.7 

Government Should 
Provide Education 
from Childhood to 
College 

.180*** 
(.069) 

19.7 
.138** 

(.067) 
14.9 

.047 
(.086) 

4.8 
.001 

(.101) 
-0.1 

Parties Should State 
Who they Would 
Form a Coalition With 

-.170*** 
(.083) 

-15.6 
-.376*** 
(.063) 

-31.4 
-.275*** 
(.059) 

-24.1 
-.186*** 
(.069) 

-17.0 

MP‘s who Switch 
Parties Should 
Resign 

-.131** 
(.054) 

-12.3 
-.115*** 
(.049) 

-14.4 - - - - 
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Table 5-2.  Continued 

Independent 
Variables 

1999 2002 2005 2008 
B 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

b 
(SE) 

% Odds 
Ratio 

You Can Trust the 
Government to Do 
What is Right 

.089* 
(.052) 

9.3 
.133*** 

(.055) 
14.2 

.120** 
(.063) 

12.8 
.187*** 

(.075) 
20.7 

Gender 
.114 

(.097) 
12.2 

.013 
(.094) 

1.3 
-.106 
(.114) 

-10.1 
-.223** 
(.112) 

-20.1 

Education 
 

.182*** 
(.044) 

20.0 
.122*** 

(.029) 
13.0 

.114*** 
(.033) 

12.1 
.172*** 

(.036) 
18.8 

 
Household Income 
 

-.025 
(.029) 

-2.5 
-.032 
(.029) 

-3.2 
-.104*** 
(.034) 

-9.9 
-.118*** 
(.039) 

-11.2 

 
Age 
 

-.011*** 
(.003) 

-1.1 
-.021*** 
(.003) 

-2.1 
-.033*** 
(.004) 

-3.3 
-.016*** 
(.004) 

-1.6 

P < .01*** p < .05** p < .1* 
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Figure 5-1. Support for MMP versus an alternative system, New Zealand 1993-2008 
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CHAPTER 6 
TRYING MIXED-MEMBER MAJORITARIAN ELECTIONS: ITALY, 1994-2005  

Introduction 

Chapter 5 describes the difficulty that New Zealand had with its new electoral 

system following a switch to MMP in 1996.  This new system was designed to correct 

some of the perceived problems attributed to FPP.  The old system became the 

scapegoat for the changes in policy and the lack of accountability that began under a 

Labor government in 1984 and continued by a National-led government in 1990.  The 

logic behind the switch was that a more proportional electoral system would break the 

hold Labour and National had over politics and allow smaller, more ideologically diverse 

parties to win some seats.  Through increased representation, more ―representative 

agents‖ participating in the decision-making process, the hope was that better, more 

widely accepted policies would be enacted (in this case, a reversal of the more 

draconian neo-liberal policies adopted in the previous nine years).  Higher levels of 

support among the population were supposed to come with this increase in 

representation and better policies.  

There was a gap between the expectations of the new system and what actually 

occurred.  The more permissive electoral system did allow increased ideologically 

representation, with smaller third parties winning seats on a consistent basis.  Where 

the proportional model (liking proportionality to support) began to fall apart was in the 

process of representation.  Parties and elites in New Zealand never adequately 

adjusted to the new electoral rules, especially in the area of government formation.  The 

first coalition government was formed under intense public scrutiny and criticism.  Even 

after the National/NZ First government, which was considered an unmitigated disaster, 
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parties were still hesitant and evasive about which parties they preferred to work with 

following the election.  The process of representation was also undermined by the odd, 

continued practice of party-hopping where MP‘s set aside the party that got them 

elected and formed another or joined an existing party.  Voters in New Zealand were 

able to vote for more parties that had a chance to win seats, but post-election coalition 

bargaining and party-hopping, eroded representation.  MMP was not able to produce 

the type of representation that was expected.  It should not come as a surprise that 

there was no return to the social welfare policies of the past.  Governments were willing 

to provide some benefits, but did so in a piecemeal fashion rather than a wholesale 

return to the generous policies of the past.  In fact, after a rash of initial policies 

following the election of a Labour/Progressive government in 1999, there was little 

movement on the policy-front. 

Support for proportional government in New Zealand lagged with these 

disappointing results.  The lowest levels of support, came in 1998 when an extremely 

unpopular National/NZ First government was about to implode.  Higher levels of support 

came with the election of a new Labour/Alliance government.  This was the only time 

under MMP that parties agreed to form a coalition before the election.  This coalition 

also delivered on some social policies and passed a law against the unpopular practice 

of party-hopping.  The momentum was lost, however, when the coalition fell apart 

before the election of 2002 and the Alliance split into two separate parties without the 

Northern Leaguelly required resignations.  Party-switching became less of an issue, but 

support for MMP plunged in the ensuing years as parties fell back into old habits.  
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Parties made little effort to pass substantive social policy and remained coy about what 

coalitions they would join following the election. 

In Italy, the problems prior to reform were a bit different.  If policy changes drove 

electoral system reform (with an assist from process), process changes were front and 

center in Italy.  Here, the partitocrazia that distinguished the First Republic collapsed 

when parties, which had deep social ties (if weak governing ability), lost control over 

their previously reliable voters.  The clientelist system that marked the First Republic 

was also threatened when volatility increased in the mid 1970s.  When the Christian 

Democrats lost control over the government around this time, there was an increasing 

market for votes and parties went to greater and greater lengths to maintain clientelist 

ties.  During the 1980s the clientelist system exploded into outright corruption, where 

parties required massive sums of money for most public services.  This corruption was 

unearthed during the Clean Hands investigations of the early 1990s and succeeded in 

decimating the existing party system.  There were no real dramatic changes in policy in 

Italy, but as the corruption scandals unfolded, Italian government also embarked on a 

series of austerity measures designed to curb public debt and placate the demands of 

the European Community.  These policies were not the driving force behind electoral 

system change, but they became representations of the growing gap between citizens 

and elites in Italy. 

By the early 1990s it was clear that Italy needed a new direction to correct these 

problems.  Rather than adding proportionality, like in New Zealand, Italians sought to 

reduce the proportionality of the electoral system and replace it with a mixed-member 
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majoritarian (MMM) alternative1.  The majoritarian model I draw in Chapter 2 represents 

something fairly similar to what Italians wanted when adopting MMM.  Italians were 

seemingly plagued by a multitude of ideologically diverse political parties that formed 

governments that were weak, fragile, and plagued with corruption.  Parties simply did 

not represent Italian citizens anymore.  Governments, due in part to the impacts of 

process, were completely unable to develop coherent policies to deal with the pressing 

issues of the day.  By adopting a more majoritarian system, the goal was to reduce the 

number of political parties, create a system of bi-polar competition between coalitions 

who presented competing policy visions for the country.  By doing this the hope was to 

introduce accountability where voters could remove politicians who were corrupt or not 

keeping their promises.  Through this increased accountability, the belief was that 

voters would be able to hold parties to their pre-election promises and judge them on 

the effectiveness of the policies that they passed. 

Italy‘s experience with MMM, after initial positive reviews, was not ultimately 

successful.  The majoritarian portion of the electoral system did encourage parties to 

form pre-election agreements and this created center-right/center-left coalitions.  But, 

bipolarity did not come coupled with a reduction of political parties.  In fact the number 

of parties winning seats actually increased after the adoption of MMM.  Although 

coalition agreements were sorted out before the election, instability and bargaining still 

occurred and this led to continued instability.  The first two governments elected under 

MMM lasted only eight months and two years respectively.  Despite these problems, 

there were some positive improvements.  The electoral system did punish coalitions that 

                                            
1
 A full description of the mixed-member majoritarian electoral system used in Italy from 1994 to 2001 

follows this introduction. 
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were not unified.  This happened with the center-right in 1996 and the center-left in 

2001.  Both were penalized and lost the election when they could not come to an 

agreement before the election.    There were other successes as well.  The first center-

left government presented to the voters a series of policies and did a fairly good job of 

enacting them following the election.  This government was able to rein in the rising 

public debt and was able to secure entry into the European Monetary Union.  This 

period of effective policy also coincided with a general feeling among the population that 

the level of corruption in the country was declining.  This was due to efforts toward 

reducing corruption through policy, but also because voters were able to vote out 

individual MP‘s through single-member districts.  As a result, support in Italy rose to all-

time highs in 2001. 

The gains made under MMM initially, were lost when the center-right took office in 

2001.  Silvio Berlusconi came to power after making a promise to deal with the issue of 

conflicts of interest and continuing to improve the Italian economy.  The center-right, 

plagued by its own internal divisions, was unable to deliver on many of the pledges the 

coalition made.  The government also, rather than dealing with the issue of corruption, 

passed legislation to shield its supports from prosecution and railed against prosecutors 

who were prosecuting those crimes.  Italians increasingly felt that corruption was not 

being dealt with in a satisfactory manner.  Because of the lack of accountability and 

failure to enact coherent policies, support fell from 2001 to 2005. 

Chapter 5 details support‘s rise and fall in Italy from 1994 to 2005.  The first 

section outlines the new electoral rules, what the expectations for those rules were, and 

how they relate to the majoritarian model I draw in Chapter 2.  The following section 
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describes how the new MMM electoral system produced mixed results, namely how the 

party system remained fragmented while encouraging a system of bipolar competition.  

After, I compare the actions of the first center-left government from 1996 to 2001 to the 

center-right government of 2001 to 2006 in the areas of policy and process.  Finally, I 

detail the changes in support in Italy and what the implications are for the majoritarian 

model. 

The New Electoral System in Italy 

As I state previously, Italy makes an interesting case for study for two main 

reasons.  The first is that Italy‘s old proportional electoral system was considered to be 

an almost ―ideal‖ representation of proportional elections.  This meant that scholars 

often used Italy as an example for what could go wrong with an overly proportional 

electoral system2.  The second reason Italy makes a good case for study is that Italy 

changed its electoral system in order to correct some of the perceived problems in the 

country attributed to the overly-proportional rules.  Italy, unlike New Zealand, has two 

chambers with different (albeit similar) electoral rules, which require a bit more 

description. 

Mixed Member-Majoritarian Rules, Italy 1994-2005 

The reforms of 1993 actually introduced two different electoral systems to Italian 

politics (D‘Alimonte 2005).  Elections for the Chamber and the Senate are not held 

under the same rules save one very important feature.  In both cases 75% of the seats 

are allocated in SMD‘s by plurality elections, with the remaining 25% of seats are 

                                            
2
 I argue that these claims about the ineffectiveness of the Italian proportional electoral system are 

overstated.  For a complete description of proportional elections in Italy during the First Republic see 
Chapter 4. 
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distributed by PR.  Both the elections for the chamber and for the senate are classified 

as mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) systems (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001)3.  This 

distribution of SMD to PR seats is the only similarity between the two. 

The Chamber has 630 members, with 475 elected in SMD‘s by plurality vote and 

the remaining 155 are elected in 26 multimember constituencies through party lists.  

The magnitude of these constituencies ranges from one and eleven.  PR seats are 

allocated at the national level and parties must receive at least 4% of the national vote 

to be awarded seats, although cartels between parties may be formed before the 

election to improve chances of passing the threshold.  Voters cast two ballots for the 

Chamber, the first for a candidate within their electoral district, with the other for a list in 

their constituency.  All SMD candidates must be affiliated with a PR list, but the inverse 

is not the same.  Parties may put forward lists without having any candidates in the 

SMD tier.  The configuration of association must be the same throughout each 

multimember constituency, but may vary across constituencies.  Candidates seeking 

office in the SMD tier may run identifying themselves with different symbols or 

affiliations (between one and five).  This means that if a party or group of parties 

arranges a stand-down agreement within a district, that common candidate may identify 

themselves with the symbols of the party they belong to and (up to five) of each party in 

the coalition (D‘Alimonte 2005, 256-257).    

The SMD and PR tiers are linked as well.  The most important linkage is 

mechanism of negative vote transfers known as the scorporo (―breaking down‖).  The 

                                            
3
 To be precise, Shugart and Wattenberg classify both systems as ―mixed-member majoritarian with 

partial compensation.‖ (2001, 20-21)  The allocation of seats in the nominal and list tiers are ―parallel‖ 
instead of compensatory, but the parties‘ list votes are reduced based on the success a candidate has in 
the SMD‘s. 
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scorporo was designed to limit the disproportionality of the plurality elections by 

penalizing those parties that won seats in the SMD‘s.  A helpful way to think about this 

is that winning parties in the SMD tier have to pay a ―price‖ for their success (D‘Alimonte 

2005, 257).  The scorporo works in the following manner.  Before assigning PR seats, 

the ―effective vote‖ of the lists in each constituency must be calculated.  This is 

accomplished by subtracting, from a list‘s total vote, a number one greater than the 

votes for the second-place candidates in all the SMD‘s where candidates affiliated with 

that list won seats (D‘Alimonte 2005, 257).  That effective vote is the number used to 

determine the number of PR seats awarded to each list.  Once the effective votes have 

been determined, the next step is to ascertain which lists have received more than 4% 

of PR votes at the national level regardless of the scorporo.  All lists crossing the 

threshold will be awarded seats. 

The scorporo is not the only thing that connects the two tiers of the electoral 

system.  There is also the provision that awards list seats, under certain circumstances, 

to the ―best losers‖ in the SMD tiers called the repechage (―second chance‖).  This is the 

possibility when a candidate who lost his SMD election may be awarded one of the PR 

seats won by the list that they are affiliated with.  This might occur when the list wins 

more seats than the number of candidates it forwards on the ballot.  Lists are allowed a 

number of candidates no more than one-third of the total seats assigned in a 

constituency.  The largest constituency contains 11 seats, which means that no list have 

more than 4 names associated with them.  If a list in a particular constituency wins more 

seats than it has candidates on the ballot, the best losers in the SMD‘s affiliated with 
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that list will be awarded the PR seats that could not be assigned to PR candidates 

(D‘Alimonte 2005).   

The elections for the Senate are conducted under a different set of rules.  In the 

Senate, the SMD and PR tiers are not separate (or parallel), instead they are merged 

together.  The Chamber has two separate ballots, but in the Senate elections the only 

candidates are those running in the 232 SMD‘s.  Voters cast a ballot for one of those 

candidates and the 83 remaining PR seats are allocated by a repechage mechanism.  

Each party‘s share of the list seats in a regional constituency is awarded to the best 

losers among the SMD candidates.  There are eighteen regional PR constituencies with 

a district magnitude ranging from one to twelve.  Candidates may run alone or affiliated 

with one label and all candidates affiliated with the groups needing to have the same 

symbol.  Groups are formed by at least three SMD candidates running in the same 

constituency under the same label.  Only groups are allocated PR seats.  There is a 

scorporo that operates in the Senate elections as well.  It is calculated by subtracting 

from a group‘s total vote all the votes garnered by those candidates associated to the 

group that won SMD seats in the constituency (D‘Alimonte 2005, 260).      

Parties and voters face different electoral rules and therefore have different 

options and strategies available to them.  The Senate elections present the greatest 

challenge to smaller parties, since there is not separate PR tier.  Smaller parties are 

forced to run candidates in all SMD districts, even in those the parties have no chance 

of winning, in order to collect the votes necessary to win PR seats.  In the Chamber a 

party does not have to run in every district, it can join a coalition or enter into a stand-

down agreement with other parties while maintaining viability in each SMD thanks to the 
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PR tier.  In the Senate this option is not available.  The same can be said for the options 

of voters.  Since the Chamber has two ballots, it is possible that the voter to split their 

ballot.  They might vote strategically on the SMD portion of the ballot and sincerely on 

the PR section.  Voters do not have that option when voting in the Senate.  There is 

only one vote cast, so voters have a decision to make.  They can vote strategically for 

or against a favored or disliked party that has a chance of winning, or they can vote 

sincerely for a smaller party with no chance of winning the SMD tier with the hope that 

they will pick up seats in the PR allocation (D‘Alimonte 2001, 2005). 

The previous paragraph is only a quick summary of some of the potential 

consequences that the MMM system could have on voters and parties.  It is a subject I 

return to when discussing the effect that the new rules had on the party system.  Before 

I detail those results, it is important to take a look at the expectations that policy-makers 

and scholars had leading into the reforms.  I hold that these expectations make Italy a 

good case for evaluating the efforts to increase majoritarianism.  Because of this, I use 

Italy‘s efforts at reform, by increasing majoritarianism, to test the majoritarian model that 

I outline in Chapter 2. 

Expectations 

Italy‘s change in electoral system was met with praise and skepticism.  Those who 

were optimistic declared that Italy was beginning a Second Republic (Pasquino 1994).  

The thought was that Italy was at a crossroads and about to embark on a clear 

departure from the previous fifty years (the aptly named First Republic).  Mershon and 

Pasquino put made this point succinctly (1995, 42),  

The three aspects of change… involving which parties compete, which 
parties govern, and which institutions regulate parties‘ competition and 
models of governance- contribute to a fourth:  a redefinition of the 
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sociopolitical system, that is, a change in the nature of the relationships 
between civil society, on the one hand, and political forces and institutions, 
on the other. 

Those who supported the reform expected this ―redefinition‖ to affect several particular 

features of the new system.   

One was to improve the excessive proportionality that characterized proportional 

elections held during the First Republic.  The thought was that the party system was 

plagued with a multitude of political parties.  The electoral system change, it was hoped, 

would reduce the number of political parties and create a system of bipolar competition.  

This type of competition would give Italians a ―real‖ choice between alternatives for the 

first time and end the instability that characterized the First Republic.  By reducing the 

number of political parties, creating bipolar competition, and increasing stability of 

governments scholars believed that effective legislative programs could be debated 

during elections and passed through parliament more effectively and expeditiously than 

in the past (Katz 2001; Newell and Bull 1997; Sakamoto 1999).  This is the type of 

outcome that the majoritarian model expects4.  Italy‘s electoral system did adopt a 

substantial SMD tier, but was not purely majoritarian.   

Since Italy had a mixed system, it may not be the best test of the majoritarian model5.  

Some scholars suggested at the time that the reduction of political parties and creation 

of bipolar competition through alternation in clear alternatives was not likely.  This was 

due to the high level of fragmentation that existed in the country as well as the tendency 

                                            
4
 See Chapter 2 for political consequences of electoral systems. 

5
 The majoritarian model does not need completely majoritiarian elections, since the first step in the 

model is increased majoritarianism.  If Italy‘s mixed system did introduce a level of disproportionality, then 
the model would be an appropriate fit.  For more detail on the role of mixed systems and their relation to 
both the majoritarian and proportional models see Chapter 2.   
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of the mixed rules to create unexpected outcomes (Moser 1999, 2001; Katz 2001).  Italy 

had a history of fragmentation and was going through a massive reordering of the party 

system.  There was a fear at the time that these conditions would not allow the SMD tier 

to reduce the number of political parties (D‘Alimonte 2001).  The newness of both the 

electoral system and the party system might not give Duverger‘s Law time to work since 

parties and voters would have to adjust and learn about the effects of the new rules.  

Smaller parties could use that to their advantage by blackmailing larger parties into 

standing aside in safe seats out of fear of losing the seat altogether.  The result would 

be a ―proportionalization‖ of the SMD tiers.  Scholars of mixed systems offer another 

reason for why this ―proportionalization‖ might occur.  They point to the potential 

contamination effects that could come from having both SMD and PR tiers in the same 

election.  An example of how this could happen is if third parties, in an effort to 

maximize their vote share in the PR tier, would ignore Duvergerian pressures and run 

candidates in as many SMD‘s as possible even if they have no chance of winning (Cox 

and Schoppa 2002).  Larger parties, worried about losing precious votes to small 

parties, might enter into stand-down agreements as a result.  These two separate 

causes, the newness of the party system and electoral system or contamination effects, 

would cause the same thing: no reduction in the number of political parties. 

The potential contamination effects described above and the potential for voters to 

split their vote really only applies to the elections for the Chamber.  Elections for the 

Chamber have two ballots, so the ability of voters to split their vote offers them the 

opportunity to vote strategically and sincerely at the same time.  With the Senate 

elections there is only one ballot so voters and parties face different choices.  Smaller 
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parties, if they want to take advantage of the PR component of the electoral system, 

have to run in as many SMD‘s as possible since it is the only way to be considered for 

the PR tier.  This is different than the logic in the Chamber elections where running in 

the SMD‘s would be used to raise their national profile to improve their chances on the 

separate PR ballot.  Both large and small parties face a similar decision however.  They 

can try to reach stand-down agreements, where large parties cede some safe seats to 

ideologically similar small parties, or they can risk the small parties bleeding off valuable 

votes and lose the seat to an ideologically different party.  Voters in Senate elections 

face different choices as well.  There is only one vote for a candidate, so voters may 

cast a strategic vote or a since vote.  Voters have to make a decision to vote for one of 

the largest parties with a chance of winning the SMD seat or they can vote sincerely for 

a smaller, more ideologically compatible party with the hopes that the party will acquire 

enough votes nationally to qualify for PR seats.  These alternate choices, especially if 

parties choose stand-down agreements, might also lead to a fragmentation of the party 

system and therefore problems for the majoritarian model.       

If the numbers of political parties are not reduced or if, at the very least, no bi-polar 

competition emerges then the majoritarian model will be a failure in explaining any 

behavior in Italy.  It is difficult to see how a fragmented party system could produce 

cohesive, accountable governments that are able to pass comprehensive or effective 

policy agendas.  Without those improvements in policy and process, support would not 

improve among the population.  Beyond these concerns, Italy was also facing a 

particular political context that needed address by whatever governments were elected 

under the new system, regardless of their composition.  Chapter 4 argues that the 
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electoral system changes took place for particular policy and process reasons.  It was 

the rise in corruption and the failures of governments to deal with the pressing policy 

demands of the day (rise in public debt and pressure from Europe) so citizens lost 

support for the existing electoral order because of those changes.  The success or 

failures of the change to MMM were going to be judged by how the changes facilitate 

improvements in those areas as well. 

The remainder of Chapter 6 deals with that question.  Creating a bipolar system of 

competition in Italy, with less political parties, and more stable governments is an 

important part of the electoral system change.  But, Italians will only judge the changes 

successful (evidenced by an increase in support) if the corruption is weeded out and 

corrected and if policy-making improves.  If these changes occur I expect support to 

rise.  Chapter 3 discusses how a majoritarian electoral system could conceivably be 

used to manufacture more support.  The following discusses whether Italy follows those 

steps. 

Direct Effects of MMM in Italy, 1994-2005 

As a summary, the old proportional electoral system was replaced for several 

reasons.  The proportionality of the old electoral system led to an increase in the 

number of parties, allowing smaller, third-parties outsized influence.  This made forming 

and maintaining cohesive governments near impossible.  Exacerbating this fact was the 

presence of anti-system parties barred from government, which forced the Christian 

Democrats to be a part of every post-war coalition.  Without stable governments or any 

means of alternating power, parties in Italy were unable to pass coherent policy 

programs and were forced to look to alternative means to maintain support.  Their main 

means of doing so was through a vast, complex network of clientelistic relationships 
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which led eventually to full blown corruption in the 1980s.  A mixed-member 

majoritiarian system was adopted in 1994 in order to correct some of these issues.  The 

goal was to create a system of bipolar competition by either eliminating or forcing 

smaller parties to join with larger parties through more majoritiarian rules. With small 

parties not holding government hostage, the hope was that stability could be increased 

and more coherent legislative programs could be passed.  Since parties would be 

judged on their legislative achievements rather than their ability to deliver in 

patron/client relations, reducing the practice of corruption. 

The expectation of this new more majoritarian electoral system closely mirrors the 

majoritarian model that I draw in Chapter 2.  This model states that as proportionality is 

decreased, the mechanical and resulting psychological effects act in conjunction to 

reduce the number of political parties by eliminating smaller parties or forcing parties 

into pre-election coalitions.  When the number of parties is reduced, voters have a clear 

choice between governments that present clearly defined programs.  The voters then 

judge the governments on their success or failure and either reelect them or vote them 

out of office.  This is the process of accountability (which was decidedly lacking in First 

Republic Italy).  Governments are free to act on the programs since they have a 

mandate from the public and this decisive action leads to better policies.  The 

combination of accountability and better policy leads to higher levels of support.  

Italy adopted more majoritarian rules, so what is left is to determine whether they 

produced the desired results.  I argue here, and previously, that electoral systems have 

both direct and indirect effects.  This section deals with the impact the new electoral 

system had on the party system.  To foreshadow, the results are mixed.  The electoral 
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system was able to create pressure on parties to form pre-election coalitions and did 

establish bipolar competition.  In this respect the electoral system performed its 

function.  But, ultimately the number of political parties was not reduced.  This has to do 

with the nature of the changes in the party system as well as the strategic choices made 

by parties. 

Elections under MMM 

The first elections under the new MMM rules introduced Italian voters to some new 

political parties as well as some reconstituted parties salvaged from the wreckage of the 

Mani-Pulite investigations that ensnared many members of the parliament elected in 

1992.   For the first time, in 1994, Italians had the opportunity to choose between 

different coalitions of parties on the center-left and center-right.  The next three 

elections held under MMM (the electoral system was replaced with a proportional bonus 

system in 2006) would be contested by varying coalitions of the center-left and center-

right.  This section includes descriptions of those coalitions and a report of how they 

faired in the elections of 1994, 1996, and 2001. 

The center-right coalition was led by Silvio Berlusconi, the populist head of a vast 

business empire that included the ownership of television networks and the soccer club 

AC Milan.  Berlusconi named his new party Forza Italia (FI), literally ―Let‘s go Italy‖, after 

the oft repeated cheer heard at AC Milan soccer games.  Berlusconi presented his new 

party, and himself, as entrepreneurial and uniquely suited to create jobs and fix the 

economy (McCarthy 2001, 163-165), although he never tipped the party‘s hand in terms 

of specific policy platforms (Gilbert 1995, 170).  What Berlusconi proved particular adept 

at was bringing together two divergent parties on the right, with whom he formed two 

separate alliances, as well as part of the reconstituted DC.  In the North, FI joined the 
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Northern League to form the Liberty Pole.  In the center of the country they allied with 

the reconstituted Fascist (MSI) party now called the National Alliance (AN) to create the 

Pole of Good Government.  The last party allied with the FI was the Christian 

Democratic Center (CCD) who represented the right wing of the old DC6. 

This center-right coalition was opposed, in 1994, by a fragmented amalgam of 

parties of the center-left.  The two largest parties in this coalition, called the Alliance of 

Progressives in 1994, were the Democratic Party of the Left (PDS) and the Communist 

Refoundation Party (RC).  The PDS was the wing of the former Communist Party (PCI) 

that repudiated its communist past by giving up its search for major structural changes.  

The RC was less willing to give up its communist roots.  The coalition was joined by 

former members of the Italian Socialist Party (PSI), who split to form the PSI and the 

Socialist Renewal (RS), and the Republican Party (PRI) now called the Democratic 

Alliance (AD).  The PDS as the largest party was faced with a difficult job.  The RC 

wanted an alliance that excluded the center parties like the AD, while the AD wanted a 

coalition of the center that left out the RC.  The PDS tried to solve this problem by 

creating the largest coalition possible and in the end included a multitude of parties: the 

PDS, PSI, RS, AD, RC, CS (Social Christians, made up of former DC and PCI), the 

Greens, and the Rete (a new party formed in 1992) (Bull 1996; Newell 2000; Rhodes 

1994). 

The election of 1994 was contested between the Pole of Freedom/Pole of Good 

government on the center-right and the Alliance of Progressives on the center-left.  The 

                                            
6
 Pre-electoral allegiances in this case refers to agreements over pre-election bargains over what single-

member district seats the various members of the coalition would run in, thereby maximizing the single-
member seats in both houses of parliament (Bull and Newell 2005, 52; McCarthy 1996, 142). 
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Italian Popular Party and Pact for Italy (a group of former DC coalesced around Mario 

Segni), the two largest DC-splinter parties, ran in the center as the Pact for National 

Renewal chose not to ally itself with either of the coalitions.  The results were a 

resounding win for the center-right coalition who gained a majority of seats in the 

Chamber of Deputies and a plurality in the Senate.  In the single-member district 

elections for the Chamber of Deputies, the center-right parties together garnered 46.1% 

of the vote and 302 seats.  In the proportional ballot FI won 21% of the vote and 30 

seats, the AN gained 13.5% and 23 seats, and the Northern League came in at 8.4% 

and 11 seats which gave the coalition another 64 seats for a total of 366.  On the left, 

the Alliance of Progressives totaled 33% of the single-member district votes for 164 

seats.  Only two parties of the Alliance were able to gain list seats, the PDS with 20.4% 

of the proportional vote for 38 seats and the RC gained 6.1% and 11 seats.  All total the 

Alliance won 213 seats in the Chamber of Deputies.  The Pact for Italy, as the lone 

centrist coalition, won 15.6% of the total SMD vote for 4 seats.  The PPI won 29 seats 

from 11.1% of the vote and the Pact for National Renewal picked up 13.7% of the vote 

and 13 seats.  For a complete breakdown of election results in the Chamber, see Table 

6-1. 

The center-right coalition had similar success winning a plurality in the Senate.  

The coalition won a total of 42.5% of the total vote and 128 seats in the SMD tiers with 

an additional 28 seats in the PR tier.  The Alliance of progressives garnered 33.4% of 

the total SMD vote and 97 seats, while adding 26 seats in the PR tier.  The only other 

coalition to win seats was the Pact for Italy.  The coalitions picked up 16.7% of the vote 

for only 3 total seats, with an additional 28 coming in the PR tier.  Complete Senate 
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results are displayed in Table 6-2.  The failure of the PPI in the Chamber and the 

Senate to win enough seats to become a decisive center block caused a dissolution 

with the resulting components joining the center-left and center-right. 

The new center-right government formed under Berlusconi only lasted 8 months, 

and after 14 months of a technical government, new elections were called in 19967.  

After losing the previous election the Alliance of Progressives made a concerted effort 

to absorb the center-leaning parties at the expense of the RC8, and formed a new 

coalition called the Olive Tree.  This coalition was led by Romano Prodi, the former 

head of the state holding group IRI, and had a reputation of honesty among Italians 

(Newell 2000).  The Olive Tree was made up of 4 main components.  The largest 

component was the PDS, who made up approximately half of the Olive Tree‘s 

candidates in the 1996 election9.  The second major component was a group of center 

parties, the largest being the PPI.  Third, was a group organized around the most recent 

Prime Minister Dini, and finally the Greens rounded out the coalition.  The Olive Tree 

had particular historic important for the allegiance between the left (PDS) and the center 

(PPI).  The two parties came together, not out of ideological agreement, but an 

understanding that electorally, one could not hope to win office without the other (Bull 

and Newell 2005, 53).  This type of mutually-beneficial agreement was not evident on 

                                            
7
 I detail this collapse when I discuss the stability of governments in later in the chapter. 

8
 The RC were not included in the coalition, but reached a ―stand down‖ agreement with the Olive Tree 

which gave them a free run at 27 seats in the Chamber and 17 in the Senate in exchange for not placing 
candidates where they might hurt the Olive Tree (Newell 2000, 38). 

9
 The PDS also allied with the European Left a group of 6 parties who were also known as the ―shrubs‖ 

who were close to the PDS but were not willing to be completely absorbed by it (Newell 2000, 37).   
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the center-right, however and they put forward a fractured coalition for the 1996 

elections. 

In the 1994 election Silvio Berlusconi was able to cobble together (albeit briefly 

following the election) a coalition between the AN and the Northern League.  But, the 

League was buoyed by its show of support in local elections and decided to forgo any 

pre-election agreements with the center-right (now called the ―Pole of Freedoms‖) 

(Ignazi 1997)10.  The Pole of Freedoms also suffered by a split in National Alliance.  

Gianfranco Fini, the leader of the AN, declared in 1995 that it was time to, ―put out the 

flame,‖ representing the old MSI (this was the symbol of the party).  When the party 

congress approved his recommendations a splinter group calling itself the Tricoloured 

Flame left the party (Newell 2000, 35).  The two major defections of the Northern 

League and the Tricoloured Flame hobbled the Pole of Freedoms in the 1996 election.  

The Northern League used its popularity and took valuable votes away from FI in the 

North.  The Tricoloured Flame did not garner much support country-wide (about 1.7%) 

but by running in several single-member districts in the southern and central districts 

was able to take away valuable support from the AN.  These percentages contributed to 

the Pole of Freedoms defeat in as many as 52 center-south single-member districts 

(Ignazi 1997, 422). 

The fractured center-right helped provide a small plurality victory for the Olive Tree 

in both the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate.  In the 1996 Chamber election the 

Olive Tree won 45.7% of the FPP vote for 247 seats.  All total in the center-left parties 

                                            
10

 It should also be noted that the Northern League was a party that championed the devolution of power 
to the regions and pushed for increased federalism, especially in Milan their base of support.  This put 
them in direct contrast with the Rome-based AN, a party who‘s historical roots were fascist, favored 
centralization (Newell 2000). 
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took 34.8% of the proportional vote for an additional 38 seats for a total of 285 seats.  

The Pole of Freedoms lost by a close percentage in the FPP section of the election with 

43.2% (a difference of 2.5%), but were defeated by a margin of 78, claiming only 169 

seats.  The Pole had much greater success on the proportional ballot, trouncing the 

Olive Tree by 7.4% with 42.1%.  But, because of the nature of the electoral system with 

only 25% of seats being awarded by proportional vote, the Pole of Freedoms only 

picked up 77 seats.  This left them behind the Olive Tree 246 to 285.  The unaligned 

parties the Northern League (59 seats) and the Communist Refoundation (35 seats) 

also picked up considerable support.  For a summary of results see Table 6-1.  With the 

support of the RC, the Olive Tree formed a government that lasted in various forms until 

the parliamentary term was up in 2001. 

In the Senate, the Olive Tree was able to win a plurality as well.  They acquired 

41.2% of the total vote in the SMD‘s for 134 seats, with an additional 23 seats in the PR 

tier.  The House of Freedoms polled 37.3% of the vote for 67 SMD seats and 49 PR 

seats.  The Northern League had marginal success in the Northern parts of the country 

with 10.4% of the total SMD vote and 18 seats with an additional 9 PR seats.  The 

Communist Refoundation was the only other group that acquired substantial nation-

wide support with 2.9% of the overall vote for 10 seats with no PR seats to add to their 

total.  With their support, the Olive Tree was able to cobble together a majority in the 

Senate to go along with its majority in the Chamber.  For complete Senate results see 

Table 6-2. 

The Olive Tree, through its own shortcomings, was not in a good position to 

defend its position as the government-leading coalition going into the elections of 2001.  
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The Prodi government collapsed in 1998 when the RC refused to support the 

government over matters of policy (Pasquino 2002).  The RC entered the opposition 

and decided not to enter into any pre-election agreement with the Olive Tree, reversing 

its position from 1996.  The Olive Tree also failed to recruit a new list of candidates who 

rallied around former Mani-Pulite prosecutor Antonio Di Pietro who called themselves 

the Di Pietro List.  The coaltion still maintained the support from several former PSI and 

DC parties now under the banner of The Daisy (―Democracy is Freedom‖).  The Greens 

and a small splinter faction of the RC, the Party of Italian Communists, rounded out the 

coalition.  The center-right, on the other hand, reconstituted its 1994 coalition.  They 

presented a unified list to the voters behind the leadership of Silvio Berlusconi that 

included the Northern League whose poor showing in the recent regional elections 

brought them back into the House of Freedoms.  The center-right also included 

Berlusconi‘s FI, the AN, Northern League and a small group of center-catholic parties.  

This united list won a tremendous electoral victory in the 2001 election (Ignazi 2001; 

Pasquino 2002). 

Like the 1996 election, the FPP section of the electoral system was closely 

contested between the two coalitions.  The aggregated difference between the two was 

only 2.1% (House of Freedoms with 45.5% and the Olive Tree with 43.5%), but the total 

seat difference was 93, in favor of the House of Freedoms.  The Olive Tree had to 

compete with the Di Pietro list in the single-member districts.  The opposition group did 

not gain any seats, but accrued a critical 1,500,000 aggregate votes, which no doubt 

cost the Olive Tree valuable seats (Pasquino 2002).  In the proportional list, it appeared 

that the House of Freedoms won a landslide with 49.5% of the vote (64 seats) against 
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35% (49 seats) for the Olive Tree.  The center-left coalition had to compete against both 

the RC and the Di Pietro list who won 9% of the vote between them.  The RC won 11 

seats through the proportional vote, with the Di Pietro list falling just short of the 4% 

threshold.  Altogether, the House of Freedoms won 368 seats and the Olive Tree 247.  

For complete results see Table 6-1.  Affected by the same electoral burdens, the Olive 

Tree lost control of the government to the House of Freedoms.   

The results in the Senate again mirrored those in the Chamber.  The House of 

Freedoms claimed 42.5% of the vote which translated to 152 SMD seats and 24 PR 

seats.  The Olive Tree lost support from the 1996 elections, down to only 39.2% of the 

vote and won only 77 SMD seats with 51 PR seats.  The Communist Refoundation ran 

in more SMD districts than it did in 1996, but won no SMD‘s.  By contesting more seats 

the party was able to improve its total vote from 2.9% in 1996 to 5% in 2001.  This 

increased vote share kept the party from being shut out completely and it won 4 seats 

through the PR tier.  The combined Chamber and Senate results allowed Silvio 

Berlusconi to return to the Premeirship after a seven year absence and this would be 

the last election contested under MMM.   

These election results demonstrate some insights into the success of the models I 

draw in Chapter 2.  The goal of the electoral change was to create bipolar competition 

that would provide for alteration in office and to presumably reduce the number of 

political actors11.  Italy clearly reorganized itself into two coalitions on the center-left and 

the center-right, but the number of political parties in the system remained high.  The 

                                            
11

 This is a highly contested subject.  There is disagreement over whether or not the system itself was 
designed to actually reduce the number of political parties.  For a discussion of this debate see (Bartolini, 
Chiaramonte, and D‘Alimonte 2004; Calise 1993; Cartocci 1998; Pasquino 1997; Newell 2000).  
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following passage details the effect that the new MMM rules had on the party system in 

Italy and whether the majoritarian model holds in this context. 

MMM and the Majoritarian Model 

The most noticeable development in Italy after the electoral system reforms has 

been the establishment of two competitive, clearly identifiable, pre-electoral coalitions 

that dominated the electoral arena from 1994 to 2001.  The bipolarity that has emerged 

exists alongside high levels of party fragmentation, creating ―catch-all coaltions‖ 

(D‘Alimonte 2005, 261).  The continued high levels of parties means that Italy has not 

become a two-party system.  Italy has become a two-coaltion system and while these 

coalitions have not replaced parties, they are more important than parties for winning 

seats, majorities in both chambers, and executive power (D‘Alimonte 2005).  The 

question is how did this happen?  The answer lies in the complex electoral coordination 

that took place among parties due to the ability of smaller parties to negotiate favorable 

stand-down agreements with the larger parties.  The coalition that was best able to 

negotiate these agreements was the one to win majorities in the Chamber and the 

Senate.  This coordination also suggests that there were limited contamination effects 

due to the mixed nature of the electoral system. 

Electoral coordination in Italy happens in the form of negotiated stand-down 

agreements among political parties that unite under a single coalition banner.  This is 

due to a provision in the electoral law that allows SMD candidates to be listed on the 

ballots next to the coalition they are allied with such as Olive Tree or House of 

Freedoms.  In elections for the Chamber that candidate may also indicate to their district 

which party they belong to as well, but in the Senate candidates are only allowed to list 

one affiliation.       
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These arrangements are difficult to make and parties over-time developed 

sophisticated strategies to divvy out seats to parties within the coalition.  Key to these 

agreements was determining both the number and quality of the districts assigned to 

coalition members.  Districts had to be classified by their relative degree of safety then 

assigned to parties based on their relative strength within the coalition.  The goal was to 

match the percentage of seats each party won in the SMD tier with their percentage of 

support in the PR tier (Cox and Schoppa 2002; D‘Alimonte 2005).  Over time, coalitions 

got better at making these arrangements.  A discussion of this learning process will help 

to explain both the mechanical effects of the new system as well as the psychological 

effects that encouraged large parties to form coalitions with small parties.  

In 1994, there were actually four coalitions that won seats in the single-member 

districts and PR tier in both the Chamber and Senate.  On the center-right FI formed two 

separate alliances with the Northern League and the AN in the North and Center of the 

country respectively.  The Alliance of Progressives ran nation-wide as a center-left 

coalition and the Pact for Italy attempted to create a center-pole.  The 1994 elections 

demonstrated that only parties with substantial regional support could afford to remain 

outside of one of the largest coalitions.  For instance, the Pact for Italy carried over 15% 

in the SMD‘s nation-wide in both the Chamber and the Senate, but only 4 and 3 seats 

each in both chambers, with only an additional 31 and 46 coming from the PR tiers.  

This is a relatively insignificant number considering the large assembly size in Italy.  The 

South Tyrolean People‘s Party, on the other hand, drew about .5% .7% of the vote 

nation-wide for the Chamber and Senate running in only in the regions of South Tyrol 

and won 3 seats each for both Chambers.  This is evidence that the single-member 
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districts were doing their job and that coalitions could not rely on the strategy of running 

in every SMD to improve their chances in the PR tier (at least in the Chamber, since 

there was no second ballot in the Senate).   

The 1994 elections had several repercussions leading into the 1996 elections.  

The Pact for Italy disbanded.  The newly formed Olive Tree took on many of these 

former parties, leaving out the RC.  The parties did come to a stand-down agreement 

however.  In twenty-seven SMD‘s in the Chamber (5.7% of the total) and seventeen in 

the Senate (6%) the Olive Tree did not run candidates and agreed to support the RC in 

exchange for the RC‘s support for the Olive Tree‘s candidates in the remaining districts 

(D‘Alimonte 2001, 31).  The center-right had more difficulty in 1996.  The Northern 

League decided that due to its regional strength in the North that it would not enter into 

stand-down agreements with the House of Freedoms (made up now of FI and the AN 

as a nationwide coalition).  The Northern League did particularly well in northern regions 

winning 25% in most districts and as high as 30% in certain constituencies.  This 

explains why the Northern League was able to win a substantial number of seats in 

SMD‘s in three way races against the Olive Tree and House of Freedoms.  Comparing 

the League‘s 1996 results with that of the Pact for Italy in 1994 will provide insight into 

the effects of the new electoral rules.   The Pact, running nation-wide, had more than 

6,000,000 votes but could only win 4 SMD seats in the Chamber and 3 in the Senate.  

The League won only 4,000,000 votes and 39 seats in the Chamber and 18 seats in the 

Senate.  The main difference is that the Pact‘s support was spread out nation-wide, 

while the League‘s was concentrated in the North.  The League, like the Pact, was not 

able to secure a pivotal role in parliament but it did cost the center-right several crucial 
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seats in the North allowing the Olive Tree to pick up seats that it otherwise would have 

lost against a united center-right (D‘Alimonte 2001, 333).  Both coalitions learned a 

great deal from the first two elections and ran united fronts for the 2001 election. 

Bipolarity seemed to have taken hold in Italy.  The two major coalitions increased 

their share of the votes and seats from the 1994 to the 2001 elections.  In 1994, the two 

coalitions won 80% of votes and 92% of seats in the Chamber and 67% and 85% 

respectively in the Senate.  In 2001, those numbers increased to 89% and 98% in the 

Chamber and 82% and 97% in the Senate.  In 2001, only in six districts in the Chamber 

and three districts in the Senate did either the center-right or center-left not win the most 

votes (D‘Alimonte 2005, 266).  If the coalitions are treated as parties, looking at the 

effective number of electoral parties at the SMD district level were 3.07, 2.47, and 2.41 

for the 1994, 1996, and 2001 elections.  Cox and Schoppa (2002) use this as evidence 

that a degree of Duvergerian learning took place among voters and the coalitions in 

Italy.  But, the coalition are not parties, but collection of parties and while the existence 

of single-member districts might have provided enough incentive for parties to form pre-

election coalitions the number of parties was not reduced.  When disaggregated from 

the coalitions, the number of parties winning seats in the Chamber numbered 20, 14, 

and 19 in 1994, 1996, and 2001 and in the Senate the numbers were 8, 9, and 9 (Bardi 

2007, 723).  The fact that coalitions developed extensive stand-down agreements with 

parties explains why the number of political parties remains high.  The question that 

remains is why small parties do not run in all the single-member districts to boost their 

share in the PR tiers?  This is especially puzzling since the only way to win PR seats in 



 

352 

the Senate is to run in the SMD tiers.  What else needs explanation is why large parties 

would choose to cede SMD seats to smaller parties in the first place?        

The expectation that smaller parties in mixed system would run candidates in all of 

the single-member districts in order to raise their profile in the PR tiers comes from the 

literature on the contamination effects of mixed system (Cox and Schoppa 2002).  

These scholars notice that these systems do not conform to Duvergerian tendencies in 

the single-member districts.  Italy shows a distinct lack of an interaction effects between 

the SMD and PR tier in this regard.  Unlike other mixed systems, it is in the best interest 

of small parties in Italy to coordinate with larger parties rather than go it alone in the 

SMD tiers.   

In fact, what they gain in terms of SMD seats is far more than the extra 
seats they might gain by boosting their performance in the PR tier by 
running candidates in every SMD.  For most small parties the chance of 
reaching the 4% threshold is so remote that electoral coordination is their 
best and only chance of representation.  (D‘Alimonte 2005, 267) 

This does not answer why larger parties would cede seats to the smaller parties in the 

first place.   

Larger parties at the head of the center-right and center-left coalitions had a 

number of incentives to allow smaller parties seats rather than contest all of the SMD‘s.  

The first has to do with the blackmail power of small parties.  An example of the damage 

a small party can have is the Tricoloured Flame an AN splinter party that they House of 

Freedoms refused to sign a stand-down agreement with believing the Flame‘s demands 

for SMD‘s were excessive.  The Flame ran candidates in 179 and 165 SMD‘s in the 

Chamber and Senate, mainly in the South.  Within these districts, the average vote for 

Flame candidates was 5% for both chambers.  As it turned out the Flame had little 

chance of winning seats in the SMD‘s.  By running in that many districts it cost the 
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House of Freedoms and estimated 36 seats in the Chamber and 26 in the Senate 

(D‘Alimonte 2001, 335).  Those seats would have prevented the Olive Tree from 

winning an absolute majority in both chambers.  This type of blackmail potential is 

enough for the large parties to grant them seats in an effort to win the election, rather 

than risk losing a district to the opposite coalition. 

Ultimately it is the voters that gave the small parties blackmail power, since they 

were still willing to vote for them even if the party‘s chances of winning were small.  It is 

hard to explain why this is the case due to the lack of survey data that might help 

explain why voters made the choices they did, although a number of theories have been 

forwarded.  One theory is that there just was not enough time for Duverger‘s Law to 

take effect.  The fact that voters were coalescing around the two coalitions suggests 

that some learning was taking place and that if the elections had just been given more 

time voters would have been more willing to abandon small parties (D‘Alimonte 2001).  

A related notion is that the party system was in such flux from the Clean Hands 

Investigations, that a new party system would have to be consolidated before the effect 

of majoritarian rules could take hold.  In this way, Italy following electoral system change 

was a lot like post-communist democracies.  Elections in these countries had 

unexpected outcomes because of the lack of institutionalization in the party system 

(Moser 1999) Another theory suggests that even though the national elections were 

held under mixed rules, there were still regional and European elections that were held 

under proportional rules.  This might have created an atmosphere of proportionality 

where third parties could form, organize, and consolidate for those elections and 

maintain themselves in the national elections (D‘Alimonte 2005).  A final theory holds 
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that Italians had a long history of supporting third parties and those traditions would not 

bed easily set aside, despite new electoral rules (Moser 2001).   

MMM in Italy did provide incentives for parties to join pre-election coalitions, but 

these coalitions contained a fragmented party system within.  Coalitions did offer voters 

a clear choice between alternatives and the opportunity to vote out non-performing 

governments.  In that respect, the model is successful.  But, the majoritarian model also 

suggests that the alternatives will be able to govern effectively and pass effective policy.  

Here the fragmented nature of the coalitions in Italy had an effect.  Parties could 

generally agree to join pre-election coalitions, but when the election was over 

agreements were not so reached as readily.  What follows is a description of the 

performance of Italian governments specifically in the areas of corruption and policy.  I 

pay particular attention to the Olive Tree government elected in 1996 and the House of 

Freedoms government elected in 2001.  These were the two longest serving 

governments and their actions and differing levels of success affected the level of 

support country-wide. 

 The center-left government had some success dealing with the issue of 

corruption.  They steered much needed reforms through parliament and as a result, 

Italians felt that the level of corruption was falling and support for the system was 

improved.  This government was also aided by the Clean Hands investigations and the 

high levels of parliamentary turnover that took place in 1994 and 1996.  By 2001, a new 

political class began to emerge.  In the same year, the center-right Berlusconi 

government took power.  Corruption legislation was almost immediately taken off the 

table and policies promised by the new Prime Minister were not enacted.  As a result, 
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Italians increasingly felt that corruption was a major issue after 2001.  When this was 

coupled with the government‘s inability to pass the legislation that it promised, support 

for the system fell.  This section describes the changes, successes, and failures that 

took place following electoral reform in 1994. 

Is it Still a Corrupt System?  Italians’ Beliefs about Corruption 1994-2005 

One of the driving forces behind electoral system reform in Italy was the explosion 

of corruption in the 1980s.  I make the claim is that in order for the new electoral system 

to be deemed a success, Italians would have to view corruption as being reduced or 

dealt with by their elected officials.  After the new electoral system was adopted in 1994, 

views about corruption were affected, in my view, by two things.  First, the Clean Hands 

investigations decimated the existing political class and there was a tremendous 

amount of parliamentary turnover in both 1994 and 1996.  Also, the Olive Tree made a 

concerted effort to attack the issue of corruption through a series of policy initiatives.  

Together these contributed to Italians feeling that their system was less corrupt.  

Following the election of 2001, and the return of Berlusconi to the Premiership, efforts to 

curb corruption stalled.  Feelings about the nature of the system‘s cleanliness lagged as 

well.  This section describes the rise and fall of these feelings. 

Mani-Pulite, New Parties, and New Members 

The Clean Hands investigations had a tremendous impact on the existing political 

class in Italy.  During the 1990s there was a sharp rise in the number of corruption-

related prosecutions.  Between 1984 and 1991 average number of crimes was 252 with 

352 people charged in these crimes.  From 1992 to 1995 that number more than tripled 

with 1,095 separate charges were brought, accusing 2,084 people with crimes (Della 

Porta 2001, 12).  In the 1990s the number of people sentenced for crimes also 
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multiplied: 159 in 1991; 185 in 1992; 263 in 1993; 369 in 1994; 549 in 1995; to 856 in 

1996 (Della Porta 2001, 12).  By 1998, the total number of people investigated was 

4,000 with 2,970 requests by prosecutors to the investigating judges (Della Porta 2001, 

12).  These investigations included many giants of the Italian political class including: 

Bettino Craxi, the leader of the PSI and a former President of the Council of Ministers, 

Giulio Andreotti a DC leader and former Prime Minister, Georgio La Malfa the leader of 

the Republican Party, Arnaldo Forlani a DC leader and former Prime Minister, Gianni 

De Michelis a member of the PSI and a former Minister for Foreign Affairs, as well as 

many others (Gilbert 1995).  Because of this, 

Italian parties had undergone various more or less radical transformations.  
Some had undergone a major facelift; others were in crisis and their 
transformations had already begun; still others had split up or disintegrated 
and virtually disappeared; [and] brand new parties had also been 
established. (Morlino 1996, 6) 

The party system that emerged after electoral system change was a reorganized edition 

of the one that dominated election after election prior to 1994.   

There were two predominant themes in relation to the political parties contesting 

the 1994 election under new electoral rules: the reorganization and fracture of the 

parties associated with the First Republic and the emergence and success of ―new‖ 

political parties.  The party that perhaps represented the old system was the Christian 

Democrats that had been a part of every post war government.  The DC was not on the 

ballot in 1994, a fairly dramatic circumstance in and of itself, having spit into several 

pieces.  The largest schism formed the new PPI made up of those in the center, but the 

party also lost members on the left and right.  On the right, some members joined the 

new Forza Italia, others the AN, still others formed the new Christian Democratic Center 

and joined with the Pole of Freedoms for the 1994 election.  On the left, some left to 
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follow a former DC leader Mario Segni, others departed to form La Rete, an anti-mafia 

party.  The DC was not the only major party to go through a drastic reordering.  The 

other two dominant parties during the First Republic, the PCI and the PSI, were also 

dismantled and dispersed (Morlino 1996). 

The PSI was also impacted by its ties to the Christian Democrats and the scandals 

of the Clean Hands investigations.  Its leader Bettino Craxi was the face of the corrupt 

politician who represented the First Republic.  The PSI did not have a main successor 

party like the Christian Democrats (to the PPI), they split into several small parties who 

had little electoral impact, with other leaders joining the Democratic Alliance on the left 

or Forza Italia on the right.  The party that was least touched by the scandals was the 

PCI, it decided in 1991 to soften its views on how they would attempt to restructure the 

state apparatus.  The main force of those behind this softening created the Democratic 

Party of the Left (PDS).  Others, dissatisfied with the break from the communist roots, 

joined instead a new party the Communist Refoundation (Morlino 1996).  The three 

main political parties that represented the First Republic, the DC, the PCI, and the PSI, 

were now gone replaced or absorbed by other groups.  The center-right was 

represented in this change as well with two new parties, Forza Italia and the Northern 

League, and a restructured Fascist Party, the National Alliance. 

Silvio Berlusconi formed the Forza Italia in late 1993 in the run-up to the election in 

1994.  His stated goals were to create a pro-business Italy and save the country from an 

inevitable communist takeover.  His populism, coupled with his party‘s members 

recruited mainly from the business and financial community, took advantage of the 

vacuum left by the dissolution of the DC, PCI, and PSI.  Forza Italia was joined in the 
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new center-right coalition by the Northern League.  Fronted by their charismatic leader 

Umberto Bossi, the League‘s strength was concentrated in the northern regions of the 

country.  It supported more devolution to the regions as a reaction to the clientelistic 

relationships between the center of the county and the south that represented the post-

war system.  Finally, the center-right was joined by a refashioned MSI, whose leader 

Fini softened the party‘s public image away from it fascist roots.   

When Italians went to the polls in 1994, they were presented with a series of new 

choices.  These choices would not be real or important if the new party system were 

merely a reshuffling of old players, who put down their old banners, picked up new 

ones, and simply carried on with business as usual.  This is not what occurred.  While 

there was some reorganization, many leaders from the past were simply unable to carry 

on because of their implication in the corruption investigations that were still ongoing.  

Many of these elites were simply no longer to carry on as elected officials, and were 

replaced en masse, starting in 1994.   

In 1994, there was a sweeping renewal of parliamentary personnel.  During the 

elections held in 1992 more than one-third of the members of the Chamber of Deputies 

had already served three or more terms in the parliament and the overall turnover rate 

was close to 44%.  In the elections of 1994, those numbers were reduced to 12% of 

MP‘s who had served three or more terms and over 71% who had no parliamentary 

experience at all (Katz 1996, 47).  The number of newly elected officials was greatest 

among the parties that had no previous connection with the old political system.  Forza 

Italia had the highest such amounts with 90.5% newly elected in the Chamber of 

Deputies and 94.4% in the Senate (Verzichelli 1997, 149).  Over 80% of these members 
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from Forza Italia report that they had no experience in electoral politics before the 1994 

elections (Katz 1996, 47).  Overall, 30% of MP‘s report no previous political experience 

(Katz 1996, 47).  The Allenza Nationale and Northern League, parties that also made 

large gains, contributed to the high level of parliamentary turnover as well.  The AN had 

74.5% new members in the Chamber and 64.6% in the Senate, while the Northern 

League had 69.5% and 64.6% respectively (Verzichelli 1997, 149).  Even the parties 

mostly closely associated with the old political system the PDS, the PPI, and RC had 

over 50% new members in both the Chamber and Senate (Katz 1996, 47). 

A changed parliamentary class emerged from the election of 1996 as well.  

Although not as high as the breaks that took place during the 1994 election, the 

percentage of parliamentarians who were elected for the first time remained high.  The 

parties that experienced the highest levels of turnover in 1994 did the same in 1996.  

The FI (47.2% in the Chamber and 58.3% in the Senate), the Northern League (50.8% 

in the Chamber and 48.1% in the Senate), and the AN (32.3% in the Chamber and 

32.6% in the Senate) suffered losses in the election, but sent large numbers of new 

Members to the legislature.  On the left, parties returned more parliamentarians from the 

1994 election.  The RC experienced some of the lowest levels of turnover, with only 

9.1% with new members in the Senate, but a higher number, 40.0% in the Chamber.  

The winning coalition Olive Tree experienced smaller levels, but still significant.  The 

PDS had 39.9% new members in the Chamber and 27.6% in the Senate.  The PPI 

experienced high turnover in the Chamber (70.1%) as well as the Senate (40.7%).  

These numbers compared quite favorably with past parliamentary turnover, where 

numbers seldom reached 30%.  In 1979 the number of new deputies made up 27%, 
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32.1% in 1983, and 28.2% in 1987 (Morlino 1996, 17).  Despite these figures, the fact 

that the winning coalition experienced low-levels of turnover led some to argue that the 

reorganization of the new parliament had stalled.  

One of the critiques leveled by scholars is that the 1994 election was an aberration 

and that parliamentary turnover that took place in  1994 was reversed with old MP‘s 

returning under new banners in 1996 (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007; Newell 2000).  

The concerns of these scholars are perhaps not without reason.  In the past crises of 

Italian politics were rarely accompanied with any significant change. Governments 

collapsed, but were just followed by a reorganization of existing personnel.  This was 

not the case in the elections of 1994 and 1996.  In these cases there was evidence of 

actual change.  For example, the numbers of ―returning‖ MP‘s was quite low.  The total 

number of parliamentarians returning to the legislature was 40, with 23 in the Chamber 

of Deputies and 17 in the Senate.   Of the largest numbers of returnees: 12 of these 

were from the PDS, 7 from the PPI, 4 from RC, and 5 from CCD-CDU (Verzichell 1997, 

147-148).  More evidence that these feelings were overstated is evident after an 

examination of the length of parliamentary experience.  Overall the level of experience 

of MP‘s was limited after 1994 with only 62 deputies (9.8%) and 36 Senators (11.4%) 

elected before 1990 (Verzichelli 1997, 156).  Further evidence of the ―newness‖ of 

parliamentarians is evident in the percentages of those serving in three or more 

legislatures and the average seniority of MP‘s in legislatures.  In 1994, only 6% of 

Deputies served in the 3 or more legislatures, while the number in the Senate was 

7.9%.  In 1996, there were marginal increases, where 8.9% (Chamber) and 9.5% 

(Senate) served in three or more legislatures.  The average seniority of (in legislatures) 



 

361 

is also small, with an average of 1.6 and 1.7 in the Chamber and Senate in 1994.  

These were only increased slightly in 1996 with 1.9 and 2.0, respectively.  See Tables 

6-3 and 6-4 for results. 

To summarize, the legislatures that were elected in 1994 and 1996 were different 

than those that came before them.  The Clean Hands investigations essential destroyed 

the existing political class.  Political parties broke apart, were snuffed out of existence, 

or were replaced by new parties.  The individuals who were giants of the First Republic 

were embroiled in these investigations as well.  As more and more information was 

released to the public, leading politicians were now under investigation, indicted, or 

merely embarrassed by what was learned.  Consequently, many did not stand for 

election or lost.  Voters were able to hold particular MP‘s accountable for their actions.  

Those MP‘s who did stand for election were voted out at a high level.  Because of this, 

parliamentary turnover was very high in both 1994 and 1996 compared to historical 

levels.  Parliament became ―younger‖, as the average seniority of members came down.  

I believe that this ―newness‖ is part of the reason that views about the level of corruption 

in the country improved.  This newness was also coupled with governmental efforts to 

reduce the levels of corruption.   By 2001, however a new political class began to 

emerge and this emergence of a new professionalized might have had an effect on how 

Italians viewed the levels of corruption in their country. 

The 2001 election brought a halt to the rapid change in the make-up of the 

parliamentary class.  One indicator of this was the decline in the numbers of 

parliamentarians elected for the first time.  2001 marked the third straight election where 

the number of first-time parliamentarians fell.  Another indication of the 
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institutionalization of a new political class was length of seniority.  The level of seniority 

for MP‘s increased for every party from 1994 to 2001.  Overall, the average seniority of 

MP‘s stood at 1.6 legislatures in 1994 and rose to 2.2 legislatures by the 2001 election 

(Verzichelli and Zucchini 2002, 223).  The increase in the average duration of 

parliamentary tenure could, ―suggest that parliamentarians are now more motivated by 

a political career.‖ (Verzichelli and Zucchini 2002, 223) This statement has more weight 

when the entrepreneurial behavior of some politicians is considered.  Overall, a re-

professionalization of the parliament has certainly taken hold.  The percentages of 

political actors with a prior background in politics had returned to pre-1992 levels.  

Around 65% of MP‘s elected in 2001 had some kind of prior political experience.  This 

political experience returned as the most ―salient background characteristic‖ of MP‘s 

(Verzichelli and Zucchini 2002, 225). 

One of the interesting features of the 2001 election was the willingness of MP‘s to 

switch to ―safe‖ districts in order to have a better chance of winning seats.  In 2001 60 

incumbent deputies and 28 incumbent senators switched districts.  In both cases, 60% 

won reelection.  Another type of political mobility involved MP‘s who won an SMD seat 

for the Chamber in 1996 and ran in an SMD for the Senate in 2001 or vice versa.  45 

deputies ran for Senate seats and 73% won and 62% of the 34 Senators who ran in 

Chamber SMD‘s won as well (D‘Alimonte 2005, 272).     

The reason I detail the changing characteristics of MP‘s in the Chamber and 

Senate is the effect I believe it will have on feelings toward the level of corruption 

among the population.  The First Republic was characterized by an entrenched political 

class that used its political connections to enrich themselves.  Italians might feel more 
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inclined to feel that the level of corruption was going down while judicial investigations 

and new elections removed those political elite from power and replaced them with 

something new.  By 2001, there were signs that what was once new was now becoming 

familiar.  Efforts at legislation to deal with corruption had marginal success from 1994 to 

2001, but might have been masked by the changes that were occurring in terms of the 

replacement of the old political class.  But, when the Berlusconi-led government of 2001 

took office, the political climate was very different.  I just offer this as a backdrop to the 

discussion of efforts of both the center-right and center-left to deal with corruption. 

Dealing with Corruption:  The Center-Right and Center-Left 

The center-right and center-left coalitions both got a chance, after the electoral 

system change, to pass legislation to curb corruption.  Berlusconi‘s short-lived 

government passed no bills preventing either corruption or conflicts of interests.  While 

his government did not have much of an impact, the judicial system filled the void, 

ramping up the corruption investigations including those involving the Prime Minister 

himself.  In 1996, after one year of technical government, the Olive Tree coalition took 

power with a renewed vigor to deal with the problem of corruption.  While its legislative 

achievements were not sweeping in nature, it did pass several important reforms that 

would help make the operation of public offices and bodies more open.  The coalition‘s 

further efforts to pass conflict of interest legislation died out as the 2001 election 

approached.  But, the efforts toward resolving the problem of corruption coupled with 

the increasing number of cases prosecuted and investigated by the judiciary improved 

the way that Italians felt about the level of corruption in their country.  When the center-

right regained control of both houses, corruption legislation went by the wayside.  The 

momentum of the Clean Hands investigation was lost and public attitudes soon turned 
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pessimistic on the issue of corruption.  This section deals with these issues and 

concludes with a discussion of the rise and fall of public feelings about the level of 

corruption in the country.  

When the new electoral system was adopted in 1994, changes in the party system 

were already underway.  The elections produced a new central political party and 

politician, Silvio Berlusconi.  But, the Forza Italia-led center-right government‘s resolve 

to deal with and combat the issue of corruption was put to the test immediately.  

Berlusconi raised a business empire in the 1980s based, in large part, on public 

contracts awarded based on his close, personal relationship with the then Prime 

Minister Bettino Craxi.  During the election, there was a certain irony to the leader of the 

Forza Italia railing against the actions of the parties during the First Republic 

considering his media empire was built in the midst of all the activities he now opposed.  

Notwithstanding Berlusconi‘s calls for reform, his candidacy sparked questions about 

whether he was running for office out of a genuine commitment to improving the country 

or protecting his own personal, financial interests (Bull and Newell 2005). 

Berlusconi brought to the Prime Ministership a serious conflict of interest.  Both 

while he was seeking office and when he took office, he controlled Finivest, a financial 

holding company, made up several pieces.  It composed a number of companies 

include insurance and banking, a publishing house, A.C. Milan, and most importantly 

Mediaset.  This company was (and still is) the largest private entertainment company in 

Italy.  It owns three channels: Canale 5, Italia 1, and Rete 4, as well as channels in 

Spain, Endemol (a distribution company operating in 23 states), and several other 

companies related to TV broadcasting (Hibberd 2007).  All total, he owned 90% of all 
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private television networks in the country, with 43% of all Italians as viewers (Bull and 

Newell 2005, 17).  Few observers believed that Berlusconi would refrain from using this 

massive media empire to his advantage.  Studies demonstrate the Forza Italia used 

different, targeted media strategies on his various networks to appeal to the different 

audiences that tuned in to those channels.  The same studies also demonstrate that 

Forza Italia received overwhelming positive coverage as well as air-time on several of 

his channels as well (Hibberd 2007).  Given this evidence, it is understandable how 

some commentators were concerned about Berlusconi becoming Prime Minister.  

Shortly after winning the election, Berlusconi offered several proposals to deal with 

conflicts of interest.  These included: requiring politicians to sell their businesses when 

elected to office or to transfer control of their holdings to a third party.  Many of their 

proposals were adopted in a legislative proposal presented by the Berlusconi 

government in 1994.  This proposal was approved in the Senate, but not approved in 

the Chamber of Deputies due to the dissolution of government later that year (Della 

Porta and Vannucci 2007, 838)  Passage of this resolution would have prevented 

people from simultaneously holding government office when they held controlling 

interests in public bodies or businesses.   

This was the one serious effort made by the first Berlusconi Government made to 

prevent conflicts of interest, but by the end of their eight months in office it had not 

enacted any substantive legislation designed to prevent corruption.  The failure of the 

government to act and actually strengthened the resolve of the judiciary and 

investigating magistrates.  Many of these investigations involved the business activities 

of the Prime Minister or those close to him.  These inquires discovered 330 million lira in 
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bribes paid to the Financial Police by Berlusconi‘s holding company Finivest (Della 

Porta and Vannucci 2007, 839).  Berlusconi‘s brother, Paolo, later admitted that he had 

authorized the payments, but declared that he was extorted.  As 1994 drew to a close, 

Berlusconi was informed that he was being investigated for corruption for his activities 

involving his companies Videotime, Mondadori, and Mediolanum.  He tried to stave off 

the ensuing public outcry by blaming the whole affair on a conspiracy of communist 

judges.  But, his government soon fell when an agreement was reached between the 

PPI and the center-left parties.  The Northern League withdrew its support for the 

government and Berlusconi was ousted at the end of 1994 (Della Porta and Vannucci 

2007). 

The ―technical government‖ led by Lamberto Dini lasted a year before calling 

elections.  That time period was notable, in a legislative sense, for not dealing at all with 

the problem of corruption12.  In 1996, the Olive Tree won a close election over 

Berlusconi‘s weakened House of Freedoms13.  Led by Romano Prodi, a product of the 

First Republic known for his honesty, the center-left immediately place corruption 

legislation back on the agenda.  Less than two weeks after the election, the government 

passed a ―trial saving‖ decree that prevented the release of some 500 mafiosi accused 

of criminal corruption (D‘Alimonte and Nelkin 1997).  This was the first immediate 

action, but the efforts to curb corruption nationwide were often difficult to realize.  The 
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 While the Dini government did not deal at all with the issue of corruption, there was more activity on the 
judicial front, especially in regards to the continuing Northern League troubles of Silvio Berlusconi.  During 
1995, he was charged with a series of crimes related to alleged corrupt activities including false 
accounting at Finivest, corruption of officials in the Ministry of Finance, fiscal fraud and the accounting of 
land, and ilNorthern Leaguel campaign funding of the PSI.  (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 839) 

13
 It was in this election that the Northern League ran as a separate party, refusing pre-election coalitions 

with the center-right. 
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Olive Tree government did organize a parliamentary commission to inquire into 

corruption.  The commission met for several months, often arguing over whether abuses 

by the judiciary should be included in its study, and finally presented legislative text to 

the Chamber of Deputies.  This legislation never passed, but it demonstrated that the 

Olive Tree was serious about spending time on the issue, and it would reaffirm this 

commitment over their 5 year term. 

Since 1994 when Berlusconi first gained the office of Prime Minister the issue 

regarding ―conflicts of interest‖ still had not been dealt with legislatively.  A bill allowing 

the Chamber of Deputies to come up with some solutions for conflicts of interest was 

approved in April, 1998.  The group created by the bill affirmed a number of issues and 

designed legislation to deal with them.  It first endorsed the idea that there were certain 

incompatibilities between private, outside activities and holding public office.  Their 

solution included a number of measures.  Main among them were provisions requiring 

major assets to be placed in a blind trust, a strict timetable for setting up this trust, the 

selection of a trustee from a list of registered individuals approved by the Chamber of 

Deputies, and severe fines or the removal of state concessions if the law was not 

followed (Hine 2002, 266-267).  The bill immediately passed the Chamber but 

languished in the Senate for 2 years.  Efforts to resurrect the bill failed in 2000, and the 

elections of 2001 were held without major legislation passed dealing with corruption 

directly.  That is not to say that there were no reforms enacted that made corruption less 

likely.     

 Many of their substantive gains were indirect, and were directed at improving the 

inefficient public bureaucracy where a lot of corruption was born.  As I write in Chapter 
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4, the public administration was filled with red-tape, and it was a very difficult process to 

get a permit.  In a context where permits were required for almost everything, people 

looked to speed up the process in a number of ways.  There were recommendations 

given by politicians, who would be reelected based on the number of favors they could 

provide.  There was also a ―bustarella‖, or cash filled envelope, which also paved the 

way for public transactions.  During the 1980s, the exchange of money for services that 

were otherwise universal became so egregious, they helped launch the Clean Hands 

investigations and bring about electoral system change.  By reforming the public 

administration, the government also eliminated a breeding ground for corrupt behavior.  

The major efforts in this area were the Bassanini Laws. 

Named after the Minister of Local Government, Franco Bassanini, the Bassanini 

Laws outlined new roles for the regional and local governments and their administration 

(Gilbert 1999).  The main force of the legislation was contained in two laws: Bassanini I 

and II, as well as several complementary decrees.  Bassanini I, law 59/97, begins with a 

general statement that all functions and administrative tasks concerning the care of 

‗local interests‘ and ‗promoting the development of the respective communities‘ as well 

as ‗all functions and tasks currently carried out at local level by any organ or 

administration of the state‘ would be transferred to the local regions or bodies (Gilbert 

1999, 141)14.  The regions were handed the task of transferring administration down to 

the lower levels of government who were charged with assigning authority based on, 

‗efficiency and economic savings‘ (Gilbert 1999, 142).  The purpose of this law was to, 
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 The central government held back on several functions including foreign affairs, trade, immigration, 
justice, science and technology, and public universities (Gilbert 1999). 
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Devolve significant administrative and policy-making powers to the regions, 
who would, in turn, devolve the new powers down the line to the provinces, 
the municipalities and even semi-public voluntary associations.  At no point 
in the chain of administration should there be two layers of government 
doing the same thing. (Gilbert 1999, 142) 

The 59/97 law was quickly followed by the Bassanini law II, law 127/97.  The goal 

of this law concentrated on, ‗urgent measures for the simplification of administrative 

practices and procedures of decision-making and control.‘ (Gilbert 1999, 142)  The 

passage of this law was extremely popular among Italians and, ―even a short glance 

through this hugely complex and lengthy piece of legislation reveals a vivid picture of 

the bureaucratic miseries that Italians have been accustomed to suffer at the counters 

of the various branches of all the public administration.‖ (Gilbert 1999, 143)  The law 

had the effect of slashing through much of the red tape involved in any government 

action.  For instance, individuals no longer had to get many of the certificates required in 

the past to request even the simplest government action. 

The center-left government might have had a mixed-record on the issue of 

corruption, but they deserve credit for placing it very high on their agenda.  It was not 

successful at passing significant anti-corruption legislation, but while it was pursuing 

those policies the Clean Hands investigations were successfully prosecuting corruption 

crimes.  When this is coupled with their reforms of the public administration, a place 

where corruption tended to originate, I believe that Italians believed that the country was 

beginning to clean itself up.  When the Berlusconi, center-right coalition won the election 

in 2001, the forces against corruption appeared, according to the historical data, to have 

momentum.  Whatever forward progress was made from 1996-2001 was blunted by the 

House of Freedoms.  The government spent much of its time in office ignoring the 

issue, making it easier for Berlusconi‘s companies to do business, or preventing 
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members of the government or coalition from being prosecuted.  I believe this had 

disastrous effects on how Italians viewed corruption in their country and ultimately how 

much they supported the system. 

The second Berlusconi government showed its commitment to legislation curtailing 

corruption almost immediately upon taking office.  The government passed law 61/2002 

which dealt with false accounting.  False accounting statutes were the mechanisms 

many in the judiciary used to attack the problem of bribery that plagued the Italian First 

Republic.  Businesses would pay bribes to state agents, but use accounting practices 

that ―hid‖ these transactions, filing them under different categories or line-items. The law 

passed by the center-right shortened sentences, reduced the statute of limitations, 

made it much more difficult to prosecute these types of crimes, and actually 

decriminalized certain forms of false accounting.  The effect of this law was of particular 

important to the Prime Minister.  Thanks to this law, several ongoing investigations into 

Berlusconi‘s business activities were shelved.  Berlusconi was also absolved of several 

other charges despite initial guilty verdicts (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 842).  Other 

laws made it more difficult to prosecute those in the business community with crimes 

related to corruption.  These included an amnesty for funds illegally hidden in overseas 

accounts, where the owner of these accounts could now return the money to Italy with 

only a minimal 2.5% tax and a law that demanded all evidence obtained outside of the 

country follow strict page-by-page accounting procedures.  These two laws resulted in 

greater difficulty prosecuting businesspeople of crimes related to corruption.  This was 

not surprising considering the large number of people Forza Italia recruited from the 
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business community.  While this government was making it more difficult to prosecute 

crimes related to corruption, it simultaneous made it easier to conduct its own business. 

Two laws designed to streamline and regulate public projects had the 

consequence of increasing the likelihood of corruption.  The delegated law on 

infrastructure passed in 2001 and 2002 raised many questions about the opportunities 

for abuse.  These laws delegated huge sums (126 million Euros) for ―private 

contractors‖ for many public contracts (over 220) on infrastructure.  These contractors 

could either manage these projects or sub-contract the work out to other beneficiaries,  

―therefore, by law these measures have allowed the most fertile conditions for corrupt 

exchange to emerge in a public market, especially one that is traditionally closed to 

competition and fertile for collusion.‖ (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 842)  Rather than 

opening up the process of allocating public money, these new laws increased the 

opportunities for private exchanges based on political favoritism.  The laws passed on 

public works were not the only laws passed which favored the business-class of 

politicians in Forza Italia.  The Prime Minister‘s television empire was also the 

beneficiary of favorable policy-making by his center-right government. 

The government reconfigured the Italian television system when it passed the 

Gasparri law in 2004.  The law was initially slowed by the opposition and the President 

of the Republic, D‘Alema, who in a virtually unprecedented moved held up the law‘15s 

passage.  When the law was eventually passed it impacted all Italian media: radio, 

television, and communications.  Specifically, the law had two effects: it allowed for 

Mediaset, Berlusconi‘s media company, to expand and it increased the government‘s 
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 Generally speaking President‘s only rarely held up bills for passage, as the office is more of a 
ceremonial position (Cotta and Verzichelli 2007). 



 

372 

control over the Italian public television channel RAI.  The first part of the law allowed 

television networks to own newspapers and permitted companies to control a larger 

piece of the advertising market than was previously allowed.  This freed Mediaset to 

expand beyond its current limits and create an even larger media conglomerate.  The 

law also overturned a ruling that would have forced one of Mediaset‘s channels, 

Retequattro, to move to satellite transmission.  This would have led to a plunge in 

viewership and ad revenue (Ardizzoni 2007, 36).  Another section of the law deals with 

the privatization of the public broadcast company RAI.  The previous center-left Olive 

Tree government had, from 1998-2001, consistently tried to sell part of RAI to private 

investors16.  The idea was to make the network more profitable and to reduce public 

expenses.  The sale to an American company was immediately blocked by the incoming 

center-right government and its Minister of Communications, Gasparri.  The Gasparri 

law allowed the privatization of only 1% of the network, which basically left the RAI in 

the hands of the Italian state and controlled by the government of Silvio Berlusconi.  

Many criticized this move because of the inherent conflict of interest between an owner 

of a major private media company and his political position as the de facto head of his 

major competition (Arizzoni 2007).  The issue was clearly something that the center-

right government had no interest in dealing with conflicts of interest or legislating against 

their own interests on the matter.        

Conflicts of interest were an ongoing issue with Silvio Berlusconi since his 

emergence on the political scene in 1994.  Since the center-left government was 

unsuccessful in passing any sort of legislation limiting or dealing with conflicts of 
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 For more on the history of the public sale of the RAI and potential conflicts of interest with Silvio 
Berlusconi see Hibberd (2004, 157-161). 
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interest, when Berlusconi reemerged on the political scene in 2001 the issue was still 

unresolved.  During the election campaign, Berlusconi repeatedly reassured voters that 

legislation would be passed within the first 100 days that would deal with the issue once 

and for all.  Strangely, and perhaps foreshadowing the next five years, the center-right 

never detailed any specific plans for what this legislation would contain.  Berlusconi had 

no details, even though he had spent the past seven years in opposition, and the 

center-left government had made two unsuccessful attempts at dealing with the 

problem.  The new government‘s resolve on the issue was tested immediately.  The 

previous government, now opposition, reintroduced conflict of interest legislation in the 

Chamber of Deputies early in 2001 and offered the government the chance to use a 

fast-track procedure.  If Berlusconi so chose, he could have met his pre-campaign 

promise and shepherded the legislation through the two houses within 100 days.  But 

instead, the government chose to delay (Hine 2002).  Rather than push a bill through in 

the early part of their term, the center-right waited until 2004, where it passed a bill that 

had less that satisfactory results. 

The law was designed to address the tensions that existed between a new class of 

legislators who came almost entirely from the business community.  The trouble with 

conflict of interest is that it is difficult to legislate.  Ethics are something a person either 

has or does not have.  This is evidenced by the type of legislation that was passed 

despite the law.  The center-right has passed bills making it more difficult to prosecute 

corruption based crimes, made it easier for those who broke the law by hiding money to 

return it to the country, made it easier for political favored groups to acquire public 

contracts, as well as advantaging Silvio Berlusconi‘s media empire.  This was done 
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against a backdrop of almost constant criticism of the Clean Hands judges by the 

government and Silvio Berlusconi in particular, who was quoted in La Repubblica 

saying, ―these judges are doubly mad.  First, they are mad from a political point of view, 

and secondly they are mad anyway.  To do that job you must be mentally disturbed, you 

must have psychological problems.  If they do that job they must e anthropologically 

different from the rest of the human race.‖ (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 847)  There 

is little doubt that their attitudes and actions toward the issue of corruption had an 

impact on the public‘s views on the subject.  The following section details the rise and 

fall of public perceptions of corruption in Italy. 

Public Attitudes toward Corruption: 1994-2005 

The separate trajectories of the public debate and government action on the issue 

of corruption are described in the previous section.  To summarize, I argue that the first 

government formed after the first election under MMM was a profound disappointment 

in the area of corruption legislation or control.  The first center-left government took 

positive steps to prevent conflicts of interest and tried to reduce opportunities (or 

necessity) for bribery by making the public administration more efficient.  Their efforts 

were not always successful, but the Olive Tree put ―clean government‖ and the 

prevention and elimination of corruption a major part of their agenda.  The moves 

against corruption in Italy were aided by the Clean Hands investigations that, until 1998, 

were still making headlines and prosecuting major political and business figures from 

the First Republic.  So even without major legislation (outside of improving the public 

administration), the period from 1996-2001 could be considered a high water mark for 

public efforts to reverse the corrupt behavior of the First Republic.  After 2001, the 
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momentum that was gained in the previous five years was lost, as the second 

Berlusconi government generally ignored and exacerbated the issue. 

Upon entering office for the second time in 2001, Silvio Berlusconi promised 

legislative action on conflicts of interest in the first 100 days.  Despite the center-left‘s 

willingness to fast-track the legislation, nothing was passed until 2004, a full three years 

later17.  The government‘s commitment to the issue was criticized for its passage of the 

the Gasparri laws.  It was widely believed that these laws were a boon to Silvio 

Berlusconi‘s business interests since they allowed Mediaset to expand and guaranteed 

that a potential competitor, the RAI television networks remained in governmental 

control.  Rather than passing conflict of interest legislation, they exacerbated the issue 

by their questionable actions.  The center-right government also tried to make it more 

difficult for corruption crimes to be prosecuted, especially against business people (the 

occupational group that made up a large part of Forza Italia).  There was also the 

curious choice of changing the way public contracts were handed out, which some 

believed would increase the likelihood of bribery or politically-motivated behavior in the 

allocation of contracts. 

The differing policy aims of the center-left and center-right also came during 

differing political contexts.  The center-left only had modest gains in the area of 

corruption legislation, but while they were aided by a number of factors while trying to 

achieve those goals.  From 1994 to 2001, judicial investigations decimated the old 

political order and a new parliamentary class replaced the entrenched elite.  This might 
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 This legislation did little to address the problems of the center-right‘s members‘ business interests 
conflicting with their legislative duties.  For instance, Silvio Berlusconi did not sell any part of his massive 
business conglomerate.  The only change of note was his resigning as president of the AC Milan football 
club, although he continued to own the team (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007). 
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have led to citizens giving the center-left the benefit of the doubt in their efforts toward 

corruption.  By 2001, there were signs that the new political class was becoming a 

professionalized political class and the public was receiving signs that nothing had really 

changed.  When the Berlusconi government made no effort to legislate against 

corruption they might not have been afforded the same benefits from the public that the 

center-left enjoyed. 

I expect that public evaluations of corruption in Italy to follow this historical 

narrative.  Public views about corruption should improve during the period from 1996 to 

2001, while declining the years that followed.  In order to measure public feelings 

toward corruption, I use two different measures: Transparency International‘s Corruption 

Perception Index and the World Bank‘s Control of Corruption Index.  I also use various 

surveys that demonstrate how Italians felt about corruption during the second 

Berlusconi government.   

The Control of Corruption Index (COC) encapsulates the perceptions of how much 

public power is utilized for private benefit and includes both smaller and larger-scale 

corrupt activities.  The measure also attempts to determine the extent to which the state 

has been ―captured‖ by elites and private interests18.  The index ranges from -2.5 (for 

the worst performing countries) and 2.5 (for excellent performance)19.  This measure 

follows the historical narrative that I lay out in the earlier section.  The COC shows that 

the control of corruption improved from 1996 to 2001, where it reached a high point.  

Scores were .42 in 1996/1997, .59 in 1998/1999, and finally reached a high in 
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 For a complete list of concepts measured and sources used see: 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wigi/pdf/cc.pdf 
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 For more, see govindicators.org 
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2000/2001 with .8920.  After this point, scores begin to drop from .89 in 2001 to .67 in 

2002, falling every year afterward.  2006 rebounded slightly from 2005, but still came in 

below the previous low score in 1996.  For complete results see Figure 6.1. 

The Perceptions of Corruption Index (POC) is a means of ranking corruption by 

the degree that corruption is perceived to exist among public officials and politicians.  It 

is a composite score from 0 to 10, where 10 represents the least amount of perceived 

corruption, while 0 signifies the most.  The POC draws on corruption-related data from 

expert, business, and citizen surveys21.  The results of the POC demonstrate a similar, 

although not quite as dramatic, upside down U.  At the beginning of 1995, after the 

Berlusconi government fell and was replaced by a technical government the POC was 

at its lowest point with a score of 2.99.  It rose to 3.42 in 1996 and again in 1997 to 5.03.  

Scores traded between 4.6 and 4.7 from 1998 and 2000 before reaching a high in 2001 

of 5.5.  Since 2001, the scores have fluctuated but have fallen since their high in 2001.  

For complete results see Figure 6-2: 

The two corruption indices demonstrate that there was clearly an improvement 

concerning the way corruption was perceived by the public and how the government 

dealt with the issue leading up to 2001.  Both measures reach their highest point in 

2001.  There are some mixed results after that date.  The COC data provides a clear 

bell-shaped curve.  This is right in line with how I describe government efforts toward 

corruption under center-left and center-right governments.  The POC‘s levels are much 

slower to drop after 2001.  There could be an element of lag in the measure considering 
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 From 1996 to 2001, the World Bank only tabulated scores every other year.  Starting in 2002 the 
scores were reported yearly. 
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 For complete methodology and data see www.transparency.org. 
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the numbers fall significantly by 2009 (4.3) and 2010 (3.9) when the center-right 

returned to power again.  These figures are outside of the temporal period that I have 

selected for this study, so I use some survey data that was collected after 2001, which 

helps illustrate my argument.   

A survey taken by SWG-Conferescenti in 2003 provides some evidence that views 

about corruption improved leading into 2001, but then declined following.  In this opinion 

survey, 55% of businessmen confirmed that corruption was as prevalent as in the past, 

against 20% who felt that it was less so.  In 1995, in this same survey, only 13% of 

respondents believed that corruption was destined to increase, while in 2003 that 

number increased to 33%.  Also, in 1995, 56% of respondents believed that in order to 

receive a contract from the public administration it was necessary to pay a bribe.  The 

numbers increased to 75% in 2003 (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 834).  

Transparency International also held a survey in 2005, measuring feelings about 

corruption in Italy.  50% of Italians reported that the level of corruption had increased in 

the previous 3 years, while 38% believed it had remained unchanged.  In the same 

survey, 41% believed the situation would worsen in the following three years, while 38% 

believed the problem would remain unchanged (Della Porta and Vannucci 2007, 834). 

A survey commissioned by Euripes offers similarly discouraging results.  The 

survey attempted to determine how Italians felt about corruption in 2004, a full 12 years 

after the Clean Hands investigations began (and at least 6 years since the height of the 

investigations).  Compared with 1992, 46.5% of Italians felt that corruption had 

remained unchanged, with roughly equal numbers believing that it had gone up (24.7%) 

or gone down (24%).  For a complete breakdown, see Table 6-5. 
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In the same survey, respondents were asked a series of more specific questions 

on the issue of corruption.  Here, 70.4% believed that Tangentopoli was never stopped 

and the system of corruption continued to operate as it used to.  56.9% declared that 

corruption had always existed, will always exist, and there is nothing that can be done 

about it.  Perhaps the reason for this pessimism was the beliefs of 61.2% of Italians who 

agreed that the Clean Hands judges did not have the chance to complete their work 

because politicians blocked them.  For full results see Table 6-6. 

Taken together, the COC, POC, and the surveys from SWG-Confesercenti, 

Transparency International, and Euripes demonstrate how Italians felt about corruption 

following the change in electoral system.  It is my view that parliamentary turnover, 

efforts to deal with corruption and conflicts of interest, the reforms of the public 

administration, and the ongoing Clean Hands investigations during the period between 

1996 and 2001 led to improvements in how the public view corruption.  When the 

second Berlusconi government entered office in 2001, they not only failed to capture the 

momentum that had been built over the previous 5 years, but completely reverse it.  

They did so by making corruption crimes (especially against businesspeople) tougher to 

prosecute, failing to treat the issue of conflicts of interest seriously by passing bills 

aiding the Prime Minister‘s business interests, as well as making corruption in the 

allocation of public contracts more likely.  This change is reflected in the data that I 

present where, generally speaking Italian attitudes about corruption improved from 1996 

to 2001, and fell from 2001 to 2006.  I believe that the change in these beliefs had an 

impact on how much Italians supported their new democratic rules.   
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Before I describe this relationship, I examine whether policy-making improved in 

Italy after electoral system change.  I believe that the ability of governments to keep 

their promises after the election and pass effective policy could be a likely alternative 

reasons that Italians‘ levels of support might vary.  Effective policy-making was one of 

the theorized outcomes of the new electoral system, by scholars and policy-makers in 

Italy.  It is also something that I theorize in the majoritarian model.  Effective policy, in 

this model, is a product of electing a governing majority through increased majoritarian 

elections.  The following passages are a description of the successes and difficulties 

that fractured coalitions had passing effective policies following electoral system 

change. 

Italian Policy-Making: 1996-2005 

In Chapter 4, I describe how the policy-making process functioned in Italy prior to 

electoral system change.  Policies were generally made through grand bargaining 

between the political parties, rather than any coherent legislative package presented by 

a unified government.  This was a product of several things, but the party system was 

first among them.  During the First Republic, the elections meant very little in terms of 

selecting a government based on the policy proposals they offered during a campaign.  

Governments were formed (or collapsed) after the election without a ―mandate‖ from the 

public about what policies they preferred.  One of the goals of the electoral reforms was 

to create a more ―responsible‖ party model by forcing parties to form pre-election 

coalitions, where voters would be presented with alternative governments who had 

different policy visions.   

The MMM electoral system produced mixed results.  There was some success in 

forcing the parties to form pre-electoral coalitions.  Voters were presented with a clear 
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choice between center-left and center-right coalitions and their respective potential 

Prime Ministers before the election22.  The electoral system performed its function here 

reasonably well.  Where the system did not perform as well was in the translation of 

―electoral‖ coalitions to ―governing‖ coalitions.  The party system remained fragmented, 

with pre-electoral coalitions formed out of parties with disparate policy goals.  These 

policy differences did not go away when a coalition won the election, and the stability 

that was sought through a change in electoral system, did not come to fruition.  

Fractured coalitions were the result of parties choosing to enter into stand-down 

agreements with smaller parties rather than risk losing the seat altogether to the 

opposite coalition.  The center-right and center-left dominated elections, but were made 

up of many component pieces which were not always in agreement over policy 

direction. 

This section describes the successes that the center-left government had at the 

outset of its term, only to fall victim to infighting and two governmental crises after an 

initial two year run.  They were replaced by the center-right, who promised a series of 

policies in the first 100 days of taking office.  This optimism was short-lived as Silvio 

Berlusconi had a difficult time bringing together the opposing parties, the AN and 

Northern League, together.  Policy-making in Italy follows a similar pattern as 

corruption.  After initial success, the parties fell back into old patterns and failed to build 

on their successes.  This section describes the initial successes in policy-making, the 
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 Both coalitions had difficulty holding together at various points in different elections, the center-left in 
1994 and 2001 and the center-right in 1996.  When the coalitions fragmented, it cost them the election, so 
voters were able to ―punish‖ fractured coalitions at the ballot box.  I describe this in a more complete 
fashion in a different section of this present chapter. 
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subsequent failures, and is followed by a description of how they impacted support for 

the system in Italy. 

Policy-Making: Center-Left and Center-Right 

Romano Prodi, as the head of the Olive Tree, was appointed President of the 

Council of Ministers on May 16, 1996 and received a confidence vote in the Senate two 

weeks later23.  He would remain Prime Minister for 886 days, from 1996 to 1998, which 

was the second longest-lasting, Italian government in the Republic‘s history (Fabbrini 

2000, 121)24.  The coalition government was the first based on a pre-election 

commitment given to the Italian voters25.  They presented this agreement in the form of 

the Tesi per la definizione della piattaforma programmatica dell’Olive Tree (Thesis for 

the Definition of the Programmatic Platform of the Olive Tree), which was intended to 

serve as a foundation for the legislative program for the government.  The document 

contained 72 specific policy pledges that covered a range of issues from bioethics to 

judicial reform (Newell 2000, 173; Parker 1997)26. 

Most of the pledges that were made by the Olive Tree involved the areas of the 

economy and taxation, (15 pledges) and the government, administration, and Northern 
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 The Olive Tree was comprised of several parties: the PDS-DS, PPI, PD, RD, and Verdi, and relied on 
parliamentary support from the RC, who did not join the government in parliament, but did agree to a pre-
election bargain on electoral seats (Fabbrini 2000). 

24
 The longest tenured government was led by Bettino Craxi and lasted for 1,093 days from 1983 to 1986 

(Fabbrini 2000, 121)  

25
 Berlusconi‘s short-lived government formed after the election.  Its pre-election, electoral coalitions were 

based in North (Pole of Freedoms) and the South (Pole of Good Government), so there was no unifying 
document or manifesto that incorporated the entire governmental program.  The inability of Berlusconi to 
get the two separate poles, the Northern League and AN, to work together led to the collapse of the 
government after only 8 months (Fabbrini 2000). 

26
 Parker (1997: 129) identifies 88 pledges, but Newell (2000) eliminates those, ―statements that are so 

vague or general that it is impossible to tell, after the event, whether or not they have been 
accomplished.‖ (Rose 1984, 62; in Newell 2000, 171) 
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Leaguel matters (19 pledges).  The government acted up 9 of the 15 pledges (60%) 

made in the area of the economy and taxation.  They fulfilled 10 of the 19 commitments 

(53%) made in the area of the government and legal matters (Newell 2000, 172)27.  The 

most pressing issues facing the government were the entry into the European Monetary 

Union (EMU).  Italy‘s public finances and budget presented the biggest hurdle into entry, 

so the government made sorting out these issues a large priority.  Here, the government 

succeeded in steering Italy toward a path to admission by revamping the budget and 

reining in public debt.  Administrative reform, although encapsulating the highest 

number of promises, was treated a secondary set of goals.  The Olive Tree was 

successful in passing some legislation, but disagreements over the issue eventually led 

to the collapse of the government.   

Prior to the 1990s, Italy had one of the worst records in dealing with EU demands.  

This is despite the fact that Italy has consistently been one of the most pro-EU member 

states (a fact which is a partial reflection on Italian‘s dissatisfaction with their own 

democracy).  Ensuring Italian participation in the EMU had been the Olive Tree‘s 

primary campaign pledge, and they used their victory in the election, along with its Tesi 

as a mandate for enacting quick, decisive economic reforms that would ensure entry.  

When the center-left made the commitment to be among the first-wave of countries 

entering the EMU in 1999, the government was obligated to put economic and financial 

reforms high on its agenda.  The task in front of them was not small.  In 1996, when the 

government took office, payment of public debt stood at 123% of GDP and a current 

budget deficit of 130 trillion Lira (54.18 billion dollars) or 7% of GDP (Parker 1997, 137). 
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 Newell (2000, 174) points out that these percentages compare favorably with other parliamentary 
democracies.   
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Acceptance into the EMU requires a budget deficit of no more than 3% of GDP and the 

cost of paying for the public debt can not cost more than 60% of GDP.  Getting the 

country‘s finances in order was going to be a huge task and the placement of these 

issues so high on the government‘s agenda also put the ministers involved in balancing 

the state budget squarely in the spotlight.     

The fact that the Olive Tree campaigned on the issue of entry into the EMU and 

subsequently made it a primary agenda item, the EU‘s popularity among Italians, and 

the serious reforms that the country had to make necessitated swift, decisive 

government action.  This was not what would be considered a hallmark of the First 

Republic, but the Olive Tree was able to enact substantial reforms to the economic 

sector in a short period of time.  They did this by passing austere budgets and by 

obtaining a remarkable number of legislative degrees (decreti delegate: the power of the 

government to issue decrees with legislative force when the legislature delegates to 

them the power through a vote of parliament).  In the two years of the 13th legislature 

(1996-1998) obtained over 70 such Delegations granting them broad powers to deal 

with not only the public debt, budget, and taxes but a range of policies from 

administrative reform to immigration reform (Fabbrini 2000, 124).   

The ability of the government to obtain this number of Delegations is noteworthy 

for two reasons: the number was substantially higher than past legislatures and the 

fragmented nature of their coalition.  The 70 Delegations were a high compared to the 

12th Legislature‘s 58 Delegations (1994-1996), the 11th Legislature‘s 15 (1992-1994), 26 

Delegations in the 10th legislature (1987-1992), and only 14 Delegations during the 9th 

(1983-1987) (Fabbrini 2000, 124).  The success that the Prodi government had in 
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securing these broad Delegations was a great achievement since his government did 

not even hold a majority in the Chamber of Deputies28.  When coupled with aggressive 

budgeting, these Delegations were used to enact a series of policies that aided the 

transition to the EMU. 

The first budget passed in the fall of 1996 included both a ―Euro-tax‖ and steep 

budget cuts aimed at reducing public debt levels as well as the budget deficit.  Skeptics 

questioned whether the government and Italians would have the discipline and patience 

to deal with such belt-tightening (Parker 1997, 137).  The government‘s commitment to 

meeting the 3% deficit/GDP ratio was clear during the 1997 budget legislation.  The 

package passed quickly through both houses of parliament and produced a surplus of 

6.7% of GDP and the deficit/GDP hit its target rate of 3%.  Debt levels also continued to 

decline, falling from a high of 124.9% of GDP in 1995 to 123.8% in 1996 to 122.6% in 

1997 (Felsen 2000, 164).  The 1998 budget was the most controversial of the three 

passed under the Premiership of Prodi.  The RC, who the Olive Tree needed for 

legislative majorities in the Chamber, balked at the continued efforts toward fiscal 

consolidation.  The RC wanted a budget that was heavily weighted toward creating new 

employment, which would have required additional spending, and creating a 35 hour 

work week.  The RC and its leader Bertinotti decided to hold up the passage of the 1998 

budget until its demands were met.  Because the Olive Tree maintain the support of its 

largest member the PDS, the government did not have to reorganize or cede to the 

demands of the RC.  Instead, the Olive Tree appealed to the Italian public directly and 
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 The Communist Refoundation supported coalition, but outside the government.  They never agreed to 
the Olive Tree‘s Tesi either, preferring to deal with the policy issues one at a time as they came up (Hine 
and Vassallo 2000). 
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openly criticized the RC for attempting to damage the efforts to enter into the European 

currency.  The public sided fully with the government and the RC was eventually 

pressured into giving up on its demands.  The budget that passed in late 1998 reduced 

the deficit to 2.7% of GDP (Felsen 2000, 164). 

The consistent deficit-reduction policies of the Olive Tree government helped 

produce consistent surpluses, reduced borrowing below 3% of GDP, and lowered the 

debt/GDP ratio for three consecutive years.  Italy‘s budgeting and monetary policy also 

reduced inflation and interest rates as well as stabilizing exchange rates.  Through their 

actions Italy satisfied Maastrich criteria and was selected to be among the first wave of 

countries set to join the single currency set to come into existence in early 1999 (Felsen 

1999).  The acceptance into the EMU was the Olive Tree‘s greatest political 

achievement.  But, it was not the only legislative accomplishment.  The large number of 

legislative decrees they were able to obtain from the parliament were used to good 

measure as well.   

Legislative decrees were used to reform and improve several areas.  Significant 

overhauls were made to the budget, budgetary processes, and the Ministry of the 

Budget.  These reforms helped remove some of the influence of the legislature over the 

budget, made the process more open, and centralized decision-making in the Ministry 

of Budget, the Treasury Ministry, and Director-General of the Treasury (Felsen 2000; 

Hine and Vassallo 2000).  These reforms granted more power to the Ministers 

responsible for the budget and took it out of the hands of the legislature.  Decrees were 

also used to aid and accentuate the Bassinini Laws designed to improve and streamline 
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the unwieldy public administration29.  Public employment and the higher civil service 

were also reformed through decree legislations.  This type of legislation was also used 

to redesign personal income taxes, remove small tax charges on businesses, and gave 

regional authorities more fiscal autonomy (Hine and Vassallo 2000, 36).  Considering all 

of these reforms and the success of EMU entry, the Prodi-led Olive Tree had a fairly 

impressive two year legislative record.  But, the successes were not without difficulty.  

The RC continually objected to the austerity of the budget process and the lack of 

government action on their priorities.  Their dissatisfaction, along with increasing 

distance between Prodi and D‘Alema (the leader of the PDS) over the make-up of the 

coalition, led to Prodi‘s resignation as Prime Minister in late 1998.  With this collapse, 

the legislative accomplishments of the center-left stalled as well. 

The first governmental crisis took place as 1998 was coming to a close.  The RC 

had consistently showed dissatisfaction with the budgets passed by the Olive Tree 

government.  As early as 1997 Fausto Bertinotti, the Party Secretary of the RC, 

declared his intent not to support any budget, ―that should take us into Europe.‖ 

(Fabbrini 2000, 131)  Bertinotti was a bit out front of his fellow party members, who 

disavowed his words.  But, the underlying point that the RC was unhappy with the 

budget was right on point, and by the autumn of 1998, their concerns could no longer be 

tamped down.  In August 1998, Bertonni stated, ―irrevocable conditions‖ that would 

have to be met for the RC to support the 1999 Budget Law.  The RC‘s political 

committee voted in favor of withdrawing support for the government in October, and a 
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 I discuss this in an earlier section of this chapter on corruption and improvements made in that area. 
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confidence vote was scheduled soon afterward.  On October 9th the government lost a 

confidence vote 313 to 312 (Fabbrini 2000, 131). 

The RC‘s withdrawal of support was the action that brought about that 

government‘s collapse, but internal divisions were a constant problem for the fractured 

Olive Tree.  Prior to the collapse, there was increasing strain between the leaders of the 

coalition: Prodi, Massimo D‘Alema, and Franco Marini.  D‘Alema and Marini wanted to 

expand the coalition to include the UDR, that included a group of leaders who opposed 

the Olive Tree during the election of 1996.  Prodi was completely opposed to the idea 

that a party group could be a replacement for an elected member of the coalition, as this 

would be a complete distortion of what the people voted for.  So, 

In reality, with the onset of the crisis brought about by the RC secretary, the 
Olive Tree party leaders had the numbers to resolve the crisis, while Prodi 
had the symbols.  And when push came to shove the former counted more 
than the latter.  Thus, although the no-confidence vote motion had been 
carried by the slimmest of margins, the Olive Tree Party leaders were able 
to implement the principle that they had constantly sought to assert: namely 
that the legitimacy of parliamentary governments resides in the parliament 
and not in the electorate. (Fabbrini 1997, 132) 

Massimo D‘Alema was assumed the office of Prime Minister in October of 1998, 

as a result of jockeying between the old parties of the Olive Tree (DS, PD, PPI, RI, 

Verdi) as well as two new groups the UDR and the Partito dei Comunisti Italiani (a 

splinter from the RC).  This government was clearly a post-electoral one, and had 

consequences for policy-making.  Where the Prodi-led Olive Tree government went to 

the voters with a coalition agreement and series of policies and received a mandate 

from the voters to pursue them.  They were able to use that mandate to push the 

coalition into making tough policy choices on the issues that I mention earlier.  But, the 

D‘Alema government had no such mandate.  His government and cabinet were the 
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result of horse-trading and bargaining among parties.  This behavior resembled the way 

governments were formed under the pre-reform period, where there was really no 

connection between voters and the government.  As a result of this governments during 

the First Republic had difficulty passing meaningful policies30, so did the D‘Alema 

government.  For example, D‘Alema‘s government did not pass any of the institutional 

reforms that he supported31.  It did manage the economy reasonable well with sound 

macroeconomic policies, kept the public debt under control, and were able to stay within 

the guidelines for members of the Euro (Gilbert and Pasquino 2001).  Hindered by the 

way the government was formed, D‘Alema found himself continually holding off 

challenges to his leadership position.  He finally lost a vote of confidence in 2000 and 

was replaced by Amato.  Prior to the election of 2001 he was replaced as the leader of 

the center-left by Francesco Rutelli, the little known, former Mayor of Rome.  Rutelli and 

the center-left were crushed in the 2001 elections by a rejuvenated center-right and 

their leader Silvio Berlusconi. 

The elections held in May of 2001, for the first time in the history of the Italian 

Republic, produced alternation in government as a direct result of an electoral victory by 

the opposition.  The center-right coalition, the House of Freedoms, made up of Forza 

Italia, Northern League, the AN, and a smaller group of center, Catholic parties, 

defeated the incumbent Olive Tree coalition.  Silvio Berlusconi rose once again to the 

premiership, and with substantial majorities in both houses of Parliament.  Because of 

this, he seemed to be in a strong position to follow through on his, ―contract with voters‖, 
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 Governments during this time relied instead on leggine (small, clientelistic laws passed in committee) or 
re-iterated decrees. For more information on these see Chapter 4. 

31
 D‘Alema was President of the Bicamerale Commission on Constitutional reform. 
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a series of campaign pledges that spelled out what the government would do on key 

policy issues.  This ―contract‖ was weighted heavily toward action in the areas of finance 

and the economy.  The new government also declared it would act swiftly and decisively 

on these issues by issuing a ―100 day plan‖ for the first 3 months in office and a long-

term plan that included changes in the labor market, tax system, educational system, 

and country‘s infrastructure (Cotta 2002, 155; Cotta and Verzichelli 2003).  With their 

electoral victory, a secured parliamentary majority, and a plan for action the center-right 

seemed to be in a good position to act decisively on these pledges.  Despite what 

seemed like favorable conditions, the center-right was unable to deliver on much of its 

policy agenda.  The coalition, despite holding majorities in both houses, remained 

fragmented and disagreements over key policy issues made the efficient, decisive 

action promised, virtually impossible. 

Almost immediately after taking office, the government began backtracking from its 

promises on taxes, pensions, and work.  They declared that the last budget passed by 

the center-left had a buco di bilancio (―hole in the kitty‖) and they would have to scale 

back some of their promises.  A contentious debate over the state of the public treasury 

followed, and the government passed some minor changes to tax policy and pensions, 

but far short of what they promised during the election (Cotta 2002, 155-156).  This 

would be a continuing theme for the House of Freedoms.  Time and again the 

government would declare its intention to pass significant reform only to back away due 

to political realities.  Some of these included the constraints of the European Growth 

and Stability Pact, the state of the country‘s economy, as well as tensions and 

disagreements over policy within the center-right coalition. 
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Italy‘s position in Europe presented the Berlusconi government with a major 

external challenge, one that would highlight many of the existing problems the 

government faced domestically.  The government could not depart from Italy‘s historic 

position of support for integration with Europe, but had to deal with internal pressures 

from members within the coalition who were Euro-skeptics.  Once entry into the single 

European currency had been achieved, the Pact for Stability and Growth severely 

limited the government‘s maneuverability on economic issues.  This fact, coupled with 

the decline in economic growth within the country, made pre-election promises to 

drastically reduce taxes and increase government spending a near impossibility.  This is 

part of the reason that Berlusconi and the center-right backtracked on these issues 

almost immediately.  Europe was also and issue for the coalition itself, especially 

among the Northern League.  The Northern League was a consistent supporter of 

decentralization and federalism, and criticized the pro-Europe stance out of fear 

between a convergence between European and domestic centralization (Cotta and 

Verzichelli 2003).  The austere measures that the center-left passed in the 1990s in 

order to guarantee entry into the EMU were not one-time commitments.  In order to 

maintain a member of the monetary union in good standing, the government could not 

simply ignore the commitments the country had made.  In terms of pursuing policies that 

it had promised, Europe provided constraints on the government and also highlighted 

the fragmented nature of the governing coalition. 

Another reason the government was unable to pursue its aggressive agenda was 

the economic situation within the country.  Much of what had been promised in 2001 

was predicated on rosy economic predictions and the belief that the economy would 
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continue to grow as it had.  In 2000 and 2001 GDP grew 3% and 1.8% respectively, 

higher than the 10 year previous average of 1.7% (Guarneiri and Newell 2005, 32).  In 

2002, 2003, and 2004 the economic growth slowed considerably to 0.4%, 0.3%, and 

1.3%.  The center-right‘s appeal during the election was its promises to reduce taxes 

and increase spending (education, welfare, public order, etc.), economic growth was 

vital.  Despite the bad economic climate, the government did pass a limited form of its 

tax cuts in 2004.  The state of the economy was not just damaging for the government 

in terms of it getting its key policy initiative passed.  ―Rather, since the electorate had 

been promised a ‗new Italian miracle‘ to be worked by a man who would do for the 

economy as a whole what he had done for his own companies, the gap between 

expectations and reality began to feed the perception that the economy and living 

standards were much worse.‖ (Guarnieri and Newell 2005, 32) These perceptions were 

aided by the economic difficulties of two of Italy‘s largest and most successful 

companies: Fiat and Parmalat (Cotta and Verzichelli 2003; Onado 2005).  The economy 

provided a barrier, but perhaps the largest issue with the center-right was the divergent 

interests within itself.  The policy distance between two of the major pieces of the 

coalition, the Northern League and the AN, were a continual problem for passing a 

coherent legislative program. 

The differences among Forza Italia, the AN, and the Northern League were not 

new issues on the center-right. The first Berlusconi-led government in 1994, collapsed 

after only 8 months because of the irreconcilable differences between the parties.  The 

coalition that took over after the 2001 election was in a different position.  Forza Italia 

was clearly the largest party, although short of an absolute majority, and had more 
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flexibility since it did not need both the AN and Northern League to continue governing.  

But, ―one can safely say that Berlusconi‘s initial supremacy over his own party and the 

clear subordination of the entire coalition to his leadership- which were clearly evident 

during the electoral phase- seemed to be replaced by a more uncertain state of affairs 

in the government‘s everyday practice.‖ (Cotta and Verzichelli 2003, 46)  Conflict within 

the government became common-place, with scholars identifying 36 major public 

clashes over policy in 2002 (Cotto and Verzichelli 2003, 51) and 32 major issues 

dividing the majority in 2003 (Donovan 2004, 86).  The government repeatedly was 

forced to tie its policy-goals to votes of confidence, and the 14th Legislature called more 

than had previously been the norm.  The vote of confidence gave priority to government 

bills and forced a roll-call vote, which made defection more difficult (Vassallo 2007).  In 

and of itself, the use of no-confidence votes is a useful tool, especially under 

heterogeneous coalitions like the center-right (and center-left) in Italy.  What was 

curious however, were the bills that Berlusconi‘s government chose to use this 

procedure.  Two of the government‘s most controversial bills those easing the penalties 

for illegally hidden accounts overseas to be returned to the country and reforms of the 

judicial system making it more difficult to prosecute corruption crimes (Vassallo 2007).  

The yearly budget, passed at the end of the year, was also subject to a no-confidence 

vote (a practice that began under Prodi and the center-left).  The Finance Law, passed 

with the budget law, became a place where MP‘s and pressure groups could insert 

favored provisions.  Since the budget was virtually guaranteed to pass, these provisions 
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would go through as well.  Taken together, it seemed as though the center-right was 

returning to a time where spoils and corruption were permitted32. 

The point of this section on policy-making is not to say that the center-left was 

effective and the center-right was ineffective.  What I intend is that the center-left, while 

fractured and heterogeneous, was able to achieve its main policy objective: entrance 

into the EMU.  The center-right, although somewhat less fractured and still 

heterogeneous, had a much more difficult time with its own policy agenda.  What I 

argue is that the policy successes of the center-left, coupled with the perceptions that 

corruption was going down led to higher levels of support among Italian citizens.  After 

the center-right was elected in 2001, the momentum that had been achieved in the 

previous seven years began to wane.  Silvio Berlusconi and the center-right, made a 

concerted effort to block corruption prosecutions, ignored the issue of conflicts of 

interest, and attacked the judiciary.  This led to much more pessimistic feelings about 

corruption, and a feeling that the old way of doing things had returned, was pervasive 

among the population.  When the government failed to enact significant policy promises, 

I believe that the support had been built was lost.  The following section looks at the rise 

and fall of public support in Italy. 

Discussion: Support in Italy under MMM 1994-2005 

In order to judge the level of support among Italians, I use the measure 

satisfaction with democracy.  This is a survey item found in the Eurobarometer and asks 

respondents the extent to which they are ―satisfied with the way democracy works in 

your country?‖  Satisfaction with democracy as a measure of support has been criticized 
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by scholars, but its value is trumped by others who use it in multiple studies33.  

Satisfaction with democracy in Italy follows the historical narrative that I lay out in 

previous sections.  For complete results see Figure 6-3. 

Figure 6-3 displays the results of Italians‘ feelings of satisfaction with their 

democracy.  The answers to the question are ―very satisfied‖, ―fairly satisfied‖, ―not very 

satisfied‖, and ―not at all satisfied‖.  I have combined the ―very‖ and ―fairly‖ answers and 

the ―not very‖ and ―not at all‖ answers in order to get a measure of both general 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  In 1994, the first year of the new electoral system 25% 

reported satisfaction with, 73% dissatisfaction.  Italians reached their lowest point in 

1995, with only 19% if Italians satisfied, with 79% dissatisfied.  1996 began an upward 

tread, reaching a high in the year 2000 where an unprecedented 69% reported 

satisfaction against only 31% dissatisfied.  After 2001, levels returned to ―normal‖.  2001 

began a downward trend finishing in 2004.  Why did satisfaction rise, peaking in 2000, 

while falling in the years to follow?  I believe the historical narrative I describe in the 

earlier sections answers this question.   

What these satisfaction with democracy results show is a similar upside down U to 

the indices of corruption.  I do not believe that this is coincidental.  General satisfaction 

rises as the perceived levels of corruption fall.  I theorize at the end of Chapter 4 and 

the beginning of Chapter 6, that Italian support would only rise if they felt that the 

persistent corruption unearthed by the Clean Hands investigations was significantly 

improved.  The electoral system could aid this process by creating bipolar competition, 

with one coalition taking over the government and governing according to effective, 
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coherent policy.  To a certain extent, this happened from 1996-2000.  The Prodi-led 

government tried to project an image of competent, honest government.  They made 

several efforts at dealing with the problem of corruption legislatively, as did the ensuing 

D‘Alema and Amato-led center-left governments.  Ultimately, these efforts were 

unsuccessful, but public attitudes toward corruption improved, I believe because the 

efforts were front and center on the government‘s agenda.  Improvements might also 

have been from the successful administrative reforms undertaken by the Olive Tree, 

which were designed to streamline and improve the inefficient public bureaucracy.  By 

doing so, a major reason for clientelism was removed.  Factors having little to do with 

the electoral system certainly played a role as well.  The Clean Hands investigations 

were still ongoing and continued to bring charges against prominent political elites.  

Also, in 1994 and 1996, there were high numbers of parliamentary turnover.  I believe 

this created a real sense among Italians that the ―old‖ were being ushered out, and 

being replaced by the ―new‖.  Taken together, this improved feelings about corruption 

nationwide.  The two indices, the Perceptions of Corruption Index and Control of 

Corruption Index, are evidence that this occurred.  Both the POC and the COC, show 

feelings about corruption improving until 2001, and as a result feelings of satisfaction 

with democracy improved as well. 

Corruption was not the only element responsible for the improved attitudes of 

support in Italy.  Despite the fractured nature of the center-left, they were able to pass 

the key policy initiative, entry in to the EMU.  This was not a small task.  Italian public 

debt and the deficit to GDP ratio were well outside of the Maastrich requirements.  The 

Olive Tree passed austere budgets in 1996, 1997, and 1998 that improved those 
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indicators significantly.  While the Italians never reached the Maastrich targets, they had 

shown enough improvement to be entered into the first wave of countries entering the 

Euro.  This was a significant achievement, and since the economy was growing at 

1.7%, with a high of 3% in 2000, the Olive Tree got credit for being competent 

managers of the economy.  This also contributed to the higher feelings of satisfaction 

among Italians.  Public attitudes fell following 2000 as Italians felt that there had been 

significant backslides on the issue of corruption and management of policy. 

The Berlusconi government was simply a disaster in the area of corruption 

management.  Not only did they not make any efforts at curbing the problem, they went 

out of their way to block efforts to prosecute corruption crimes.  This was especially the 

case for the Prime Minister himself, who was the target of several investigations 

concerning his massive business empire and their financial activities.  The government 

passed legislation to make it more difficult to prosecute those who hid money overseas, 

protected businesses from accounting practices designed to hide bribes, as well as 

avoided the issue of conflicts of interest.  In keeping with that, the government passed 

several bills that blatantly aided Berlusconi‘s media empire by allowing them to 

purchase additional assets, and blocking the public sale of a rival network the RAI.  

Berlusconi also continued his broad-side attacks at the judiciary calling them at one 

point, ―mentally insane‖.  Taken together, these actions had a ruinous effect on Italians‘ 

feelings about the level of corruption in their country.  The POC declined as well as the 

COC.  In various surveys the public‘s attitudes soured and feelings that nothing had 

improved in the area of corruption were rampant.  This is a large part of the reason that 

support declined in the ensuing years as well. 
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I believe that the actions of the center-right government on corruption were 

important reasons for the falling levels of support among Italians, but its policy-making 

ability certainly did not help.  The government promised Italians major tax reforms and 

spending increases.  But due to the constraints of the EMU, the economic conditions in 

the country, and the fractured nature of the House of Freedoms, they were unable to 

deliver on these promises.  This also contributed, in my estimation, to the loss of 

support. 

Conclusion: Thinking about Electoral Reform in Italy 

The rise and fall of support in Italy following electoral system reform suggests a 

few things about the efficacy of the majoritarian model.  Italy may not be the purest tes 

of this model because of the continued fragmentation of the party system.  But, the fact 

bipolar competition between two alternative governing coalitions emerged suggests that 

the model can help inform us about what happens when majoritarianism is increased. 

This section details some of the conclusions that I draw from the performance of Italian 

democracy after electoral system reform.  These include how the majoritarian model 

informs support in Italy after electoral reform, the role of the party system, and other 

general conclusions. 

The goal of this project is to determine how and if electoral systems influence 

support.  Increased majoritarianism through a change in electoral system might lead to 

higher levels of support in the following manner.  A decrease in proportionality leads to 

increased mechanical/psychological pressures to cast a vote for larger parties at the 

expense of third parties.  This reduces the number of parties by eliminating smaller 

parties or forcing parties to enter into pre-election coalitions.  By reducing the number of 

parties, the goal of the system is to elect not only parties to office, but clear 
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governments.  When choices are reduced in this manner, parties (or coalitions of 

parties) run for office with clear policy agendas that they can present to the voters.  

Voters vote for or against parties based on the programs they offer or the effectiveness 

in office.  This is the key process of accountability.  When parties are given firm control 

of the government, they are free to act according to the needs of the country.  The 

thought is that this control leads to more efficient and effective government (better 

policy).  Support comes from the ability of voters to vote in or out governments that are 

passing or not passing effective policy.  How does this model do when applied to Italy 

after 1994? 

The answer to this question is that the model‘s performance is mixed.  The 

majoritarian elements of the elections did encourage parties to form pre-election 

coalitions.  The regional strength of smaller parties, however, guaranteed that the party 

system remain fragmented.  Within the coalitions there was a tremendous amount of 

difference.  These differences had, at times, significant consequences for the ability of 

governments to pass their policy agenda or even hold themselves together.  For 

instance, the first government elected under MMM last eight months because the 

Northern League and the AN initially proved to be incompatible coalition partners.  The 

center-left, while able to hold together for close to three years, also fell victim to internal 

squabbling and in-fighting eventually forming several governments in their five year 

term.  The center-right government elected in 2001 was also plagued by internal 

disagreement, especially between the ideologically opposed Northern League and AN.  

What is clear is that the promise of electoral reform producing stable, cohesive 

governments formed by coalitions was only partially met. 
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The majoritarian electoral system did provide a measure of accountability.  

Coalitions that were unable to present to the voters a united front were punished by the 

electoral system and subsequently lost the election.  In 1994, the center-left was unable 

to come to pre-election agreements, but were able to take advantage of the divided 

center-right in 1996.  The center-right was able to correct the problems of 1994 and 

1996 in 2001 and win an election over a fragmented center-left.  Feelings toward 

corruption also were impacted by the number of MP‘s who were voted out of office in 

both 1994 and 1996.  In the past, it was the party that controlled the selection of list 

MP‘s.  Now MP‘s had to put their own name on the ballot and I believe that Italians 

derived some satisfaction from their newfound ability to ―vote the bums out‖.  This is one 

of the reasons I believe attitudes toward corruption improved.  But, after an initial 

cleansing‖\ of the party system, parliamentary turnover slowed in the ensuing years.  

Once the party system reached a sort of equilibrium, the old behaviors of political elites 

began to re-emerge. 

Many of these old behaviors manifested themselves in the policy-making activities 

of the both the center-left and center-right governments.  The center-left had some 

policy successes, namely the efforts toward reining in public spending, steering the 

country into the EMU, and passing significant administration reform.  The coalition was 

able to achieve those accomplishments when they were able to hold themselves 

together.  By the end of 1998, parties resorted to the old bickering and horse-trading 

that they had in the past by reformulating the coalition on the fly despite what the 

election results dictated.  It is not a coincidence that the major policy initiatives stopped 

when the old bargaining reemerged.  This is another example of how accountability and 
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good policy go hand-in-hand.  The center-right government‘s policy pursuits also call the 

models into question.  The Belusconi-led government committed itself to policies that 

made it more difficult to prosecute corruption and shielding its supports from corruption 

charges.  The center-right also had an extremely difficult time keeping its ―promise to 

Italians‖.  This again had to do with the ideological space between the Northern League 

and the AN within the center-right itself.   

The rise and fall in support following electoral system change has more to do with 

the behaviors of the party system than the electoral system.  The electoral system was 

at least moderately successful in pushing parties into two coalitions.  What the parties 

did afterward is what affected the level of support in the country.  When the center-left 

was able to hold itself together, they passed effective policies, made efforts toward 

curbing corruption, and kept many of the promises they made before the election.  But, 

inter-party bargaining, horsetrading, and logrolling took over following 1998.  This is a 

point that I make in Chapter 2.  The models only work when parties behave responsibly 

within the given rules.  When the models do work there is a positive result, when they 

do not the result is variable.  Further evidence of this is the behavior of the center-right 

parties.  What theory of electoral systems can explain Silvio Berlusconi?  How can a 

particular electoral system inform why the center-right decided to pursue a course of 

policies that undermined efforts to curb corruption?  There really is no institutional 

explanation.  The center-right pursued its own interests because it could, the coalition 

won a decisive election and was free to pass policies as they saw fit, so they did.  They 

were only hindered by the ideological difference that existed between parties within the 

coalition.   
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What this demonstrates is a point that I have made before, that it is the behavior of 

the party system that matters in the variability of support.  What Chapter 6 demonstrates 

is that a neat theoretical link can only be drawn when things fall into place from electoral 

systems and support when everything falls into place.  For example, after the 1996 

election, the more majoritarian electoral rules punished a divided center-right and 

allowed the center-left to get elected based on a concrete, detailed coalition agreement.  

The ensuing Olive Tree government passed significant polices in the areas of 

administrative reform and debt reduction.  This led to higher levels of support in the 

country.  When the government could no longer hold itself together, the electoral system 

punished them and the country elected a center-right government.  This government did 

very little in the areas of corruption and continually failed to pass significant portions of 

his policy agenda.  Support for democracy fell as a result.  The electoral system was the 

same through these highs and lows in support, what changed were the behavior of the 

parties.  We should question the efficacy of theories that only work contingent on a 

completely separate set of variables.  Elections produce winner and losers, what those 

winners and losers do following the election is up for grabs.  This is what the review of 

electoral system change in Italy demonstrates and is a point that I make in the 

conclusion to follow.   
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Table 6-1. Electoral Coalitons under MMM in the Chamber of Deputies, Italy 1994-2001 

Coalitions and 
Parties 

1994 1996 2001 
FPP Proportional 

Total 
FPP Proportional 

Total 
FPP Proportional 

Total 
% Seats % Seats % Seats % Seats % Seats % Seats 

House of 
Freedoms/ 
Pole of Good 
Government 

46.1 302 46.4 64 366 43.2 169 42.1 77 246 45.4 282 49.5 86 368 

Alliance of 
Progressives 

33.0 164 34.5 49 213 - - - - - - - - - - 

 
Pact for Italy 
 

15.6 4 15.8 42 46 - - - - - - - - - - 

 
The Olive 
Tree 
 

- - - - - 45.7 247 34.7 38 285 43.5 189 35 58 247 

 
Northern 
League 
 

- - - - - 10.8 39 10.1 20 59 - - - - - 

 
Communist 
Refoundation 
  

- - - - - 2.7 15 8.6 20 35 - - 5.0 11 11 

 
Others 
 

1.3 5 1.3 0 5 4.6 5 4.4 0 5 10.9 4 10.7 0 4 
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Table 6-2. Electoral Coalitions under MMM in the Senate, Italy 1994-2005 

Parties and Coalitions 
1994 1996 2001 

FPP PR Total FPP PR Total FPP PR Total 
% Seats Seats Seats %  Seats Seats Seats % Seats Seats Seats 

House/Pole of 
Freedoms 

42.5 128 28 156 37.3 67 49 116 42.5 152 24 176 

Alliance of 
Progressive/Olive 
Tree 

33.4 97 26 123 41.2 134 23 157 39.2 77 51 128 

Pact for  
Italy 

16.7 3 28 31 - - - - - - - - 

Northern  
League 

- - - - 10.4 18 9 27 - - - - 

Communist 
Refoundation 

- - - - 2.9 10 0 10 5.0 0 4 4 

South Tyrolean 
People‘s Party 

.7 3 0 3 .5 2 0 2 .4 0 2 2 

European  
Democracy 

- - - - - - - - 3.2 0 2 2 

Valee 
d‘Aoste/Valdotanian 
Union 

.1 1 0 1 .1 1 0 1 .1 1 0 1 

Italy of Values/Di 
Pietro List 

- - - - - - - - 3.4 0 1 1 

Others 5.0 0 0 0 7.6 0 2 2 6.1 0 2 2 
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Table 6-3. Italian Parliamentary Seniority by Group, Chamber of Deputies 1994 and 1996 

Party Groups 
Newly Elected (%) 3 or More Legislatures (%) 

Average Seniority (In 
Legislatures) 

1994 1996 1994 1996 1994 1996 

Communist 
Refoundation 

61.5 40.0 5.9 2.9 1.6 1.9 

Democratic Party 
of the Left 

58.7 39.9 5.6 9.4 1.7 2.0 

PPI 51.5 70.1 15.2 10.4 2.2 1.6 
Italian Movement - 73.1 - 3.8 - 1.4 
Northern League 69.5 50.8 - 1.7 1.3 1.7 
CCD-CDU (CCD) 77.3 46.7 9.1 16.7 1.6 2.0 
Forza Italia 90.5 47.2 3.4 4.1 1.5 1.6 
National Alliance 74.5 32.3 11.8 15.1 1.7 2.1 
Total 70.8 44.8 6.0 8.9 1.6 1.9 

*Data acquired from Verzichelli (1997, 149) 
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Table 6-4. Italian Parliamentary Seniority by Group, Senate 1994 and 1996 

Party Groups 
Newly Elected (%) 3 or More Legislatures (%) 

Average Seniority (In 
Legislatures) 

1994 1996 1994 1996 1994 1996 

Communist 
Refoundation 

38.9 9.1 27.8 9.1 2.4 2.5 

Greens-La Rete 69.2 57.1 7.7 7.1 1.4 1.8 
Democratic Party 
of the Left 

45.5 27.6 5.2 10.2 1.8 2.2 

PPI 45.2 40.7 6.5 18.5 1.9 2.2 
Italian Movement - 54.5 - 18.2 - 1.9 
Northern League 61.7 48.1 - - 1.3 1.9 
CCD-CDU (CCD) 66.7 48.1 16.7 12.0 1.8 2.0 
Forza Italia 94.4 58.3 2.8 2.1 1.1 1.5 
National Alliance 64.6 32.6 12.5 16.3 1.8 2.2 
Total 58.4 40.3 7.9 9.5 1.7 2.0 

Data acquired from Verzichelli (1997, 149) 
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Figure 6-1. Control of corruption index, Italy 1994-2005 
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Figure 6-2. Corruption perception index, Italy 1994-2005 
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Table 6-5. Italian public perceptions of corruption in 2004 compared to 1992 

Answer % 

Gone up a lot 13.7 
Gone up a little 11.0 
Remain Unchanged 46.5 
Gone down a little 3.3 
Gone down a lot 20.7 
Don‘t know 4.7 
Total 100.0 

Data obtained from Bull and Newell (2005, 12) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

410 

Table 6-6. Italian perceptions on the clean hands investigations After 12 Years 

Extent of Agreement (%) 

Hypothetical 
Judgements 

Very Much in 
Agreement 

Generally in 
Agreement 

Not Much in 
Agreement 

Definitely not 
in Agreement 

Don‘t 
Know/No 
Response 

Total 

Tangentopoli was 
never stopped, and the 
system of corruption 
continues to operate as 
it used to do 

32.5 37.9 17.0 6.6 6.0 100.0 

Corruption has always 
existed and always will 
exist, and there is 
nothing that can be 
done about it 

31.8 25.1 21.5 16.9 4.7 100.0 

The Clean Hands 
judges did not have the 
chance to complete 
their work because the 
politicians blocked 
them 

29.3 31.9 16.1 12.5 10.2 100.0 

Data obtained from Bull and Newell (2005, 113) 
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Figure 6-3. Satisfaction with democracy, Italy 1994-2005 
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CHAPTER 7 
WHAT DO ELECTORAL SYSTEMS HAVE TO DO WITH SUPPORT? 

Introduction 

The title of this work starts by inferring a particular question, ―do electoral systems 

matter to support?‖  The question itself is born out of the literatures on both electoral 

systems and support.   I hold in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 that there is a natural fit 

between these two literatures that is both fruitful for study and under-examined.  In 

order to fill the gap that exists, I derive from the literature on electoral systems and 

support, competing models linking how different electoral systems can provide higher 

levels of support among the population.  I forward New Zealand and Italy as cases for 

study for two reasons.  New Zealand and Italy represented excellent examples of 

majoritarian and proportional systems respectively.  Both systems, after a long run of 

success, turned to mixed-member systems when support among their citizens dropped 

to precipitous lows.  Changes in electoral systems, designed to correct some of the 

perceived ills, in both countries proved to be less than successful in improving the level 

of support.    The question remains, what do the models tell us about the relationship 

between electoral systems and support and how do the experiences of New Zealand 

and Italy inform us about that relationship? 

A preponderance of the evidence leads to the conclusion that electoral systems, 

whether majoritarian or proportional, cannot be linked to more supportive attitudes.  

Efforts to increase proportionality or majoritarianism also do not appear to be successful 

in creating higher levels of support among the population.  This conclusion highlights 

evidence from both New Zealand and Italy before and after their electoral reforms.  The 

reason I reject the connection between electoral systems and support has to do with the 
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variability of behavior demonstrated by individuals, parties, and governments in both 

Italy and New Zealand.  Electoral systems largely produced the expected immediate 

effects and the first steps of the theoretical models were generally met.  The more distal 

effects of electoral systems are more problematic.  This conclusion describes how the 

models generally fail, and why no clear link between electoral systems and support can 

be made. 

My overall conclusion is to reject any implicit connection between electoral 

systems and support, but this does not mean that particular electoral regimes cannot 

foster support.  New Zealand and Italy, prior to their reforms, are often critiqued by 

scholars as examples of ―extreme‖ electoral systems that failed due to their inherent 

flaws.  I believe that the evidence in this work demonstrates that these conclusions are 

not accurate.  Majoritarian and proportional systems can produce outcomes that lead to 

higher levels of support.  Efforts to increase proportionality and majoritarianism in both 

New Zealand and Italy, while ultimately unsuccessful in terms of raising support, had 

some successes as well.  I believe that it is instructive to look at how these systems 

worked to inform both academics and policy-makers.    

In this Conclusion I highlight a few key findings from this work.  The main 

argument is that electoral systems cannot be credited for the variability in support in a 

given country.  Next, I look at how majoritarian and proportional systems, or increasing 

proportionality or majoritarianism, can operate in a manner that might lead to higher 

levels of support.  There are also confounding and contributing factors outside of the 

electoral system that impact support including: political context, institutions (including 

contamination effects of mixed systems), and agency.  Finally, I explain how the 
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conclusions of this study can inform policy-makers when designing rules and academics 

studying the political consequences of electoral systems. 

The Connection between Electoral Systems and Support 

The main conclusion of this work is that there is no real connection between 

electoral systems and support.  That is not to say that particular electoral systems 

cannot be successful and lead to higher levels of support.  This part of the conclusion 

discusses two main findings.  The first is the ultimate failure of the models to link 

electoral systems and support.  The second is that increased majoritarianism and 

increased proportionality can lead to higher levels of support.  Understanding what 

those conditions can broaden understanding as well as aid both scholars and policy-

makers especially in the design and reform of electoral institutions.  Before discussing 

the findings of this work it may be helpful to pause and review why scholars have held 

that different electoral systems might lead to more supportive attitudes.   

The theoretical links I draw in Chapter 2 are derived from the larger body of the 

literature on the political consequences of electoral systems.  At the most basic level, 

the expectation is that the type of electoral system will have a mechanical consequence 

that leads to a psychological reaction from the voters.  These, more immediate effects 

of the electoral system, help to determine the number of parties able to win seats in the 

legislature.  The number of parties impact the type of government formed, the way that 

government operates, the kinds of policies that are adopted, and ultimately the level of 

support the population expresses.  This logic is expressed by scholars in the following 

manner, 

Logically, the establishment of electoral procedures and institutions 
precedes the measurement of support for the system, this assumes a chain 
of causality running from institutions, party performance, and party system 
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performance, on the one hand and satisfaction with democracy on the other 
(a measure of support)… Based on this research electoral rules should 
result in particular kinds of party and party-system performance, which in 
turn should affect citizen satisfaction with democratic governance.  
(Anderson 1998, 575) 

This argument seems to make intuitive sense, but it is my belief that if there is a 

connection between electoral systems and support, then that connection should be 

made explicitly.  The above quote does not go far enough.  In order to fill this gap in the 

literature, I derive two distinct models that theorize the effects that increased 

proportionality or increased majoritarianism can have on the subsequent variables 

ending with differing levels of support.  

Increased proportionality might lead to higher levels of support in the following 

manner.  Proportional electoral rules are generally considered more ―permissive‖ 

(Lijphart 1984).  This means that they have mechanical effects that make it easier for 

smaller parties to transfer votes to seats (Duverger 1954; Rae 1971; Riker 1982).  

These more accommodating mechanical effects lead to different psychological effects.  

Voters and parties recognize the increased opportunity to gain seats, so voters are freer 

to vote for a party that represents their ideological interest and parties are encouraged 

to run since their opportunities to win seats are increased (Duverger 1954; Cox 1997).  

When more parties are represented in the party system, the ideological diversity 

increases as well (Cox 1997).  This leads to coalition governments that are more 

representative of the population as a whole (Powell 2000).  When more ―representative 

agents‖ are involved in the decision-making process, the policies that are passed are 

better1.  The key process of representation and better policy lead to higher levels of 

                                            
1
 There are a number of works that show that countries that use proportional representation have higher 

gross national products, lower unemployment, lower inflation, policies are more egalitarian, and public 
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support in the population.  This is the more popular belief among scholars (Amy 1993; 

Anderson 1998; Banducci, Donovan, and Karp 1999).   

There is less of a consensus in the scholarly community around the potential 

benefits of more majoritarian systems.  There is a theoretical case that a link between 

more majoritarian systems and support however and the systems do have their 

proponents.  More majoritiarian systems have mechanical effects that are penal to 

smaller parties and tend to produce two-party systems as a result (Duverger 1954; Rae 

1971; Riker 1982).  This creates a psychological pressure on voters to vote strategically 

or to vote for against their least-favored alternative out of fear of wasting their vote 

(Duverger 1954; Rae 1971; Cox 1997).  The goal of more majoritarian systems is 

disproportionality and to elect a governing majority rather than guarantee everyone 

representation.  By promoting a two-party system the hope is that those parties will 

present clear alternatives to voters.  Voters then base their votes on these alternatives 

and judge the party‘s performance in office based on their pre-election promises.  More 

majoritarian systems help produce vertical accountability (Schattschneder 1950).  This 

accountability is the trade-off for disproportionality and the hope is that parties, when 

given governing majorities, will produce policies that meet the needs of the country 

efficiently and decisively (Duverger 1984; Powell 2000).  The combination of 

accountability and effective policy might lead to higher levels of support.   

These are the two competing models that I test in New Zealand and Italy, both 

before and after electoral system change.  New Zealand was an excellent example of a 

majoritarian system and sought to add proportionality by switching to a MMP system in 

                                                                                                                                             
goods are distributed more efficiently (Baylis 1989; Snyder 1989; Powell 2000; Lijphart 1999; Lizzeria and 
Perisco 2001).   
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1996.  Italy, on the other hand, was an excellent example of a proportional system that 

wanted to increase majoritarianism by changing their electoral system to MMM in 1994.  

I draw conclusions from both countries about the nature of majoritarian and proportional 

systems and their ability to influence support.  I also look at whether electoral system 

changes (both in the majoritarian and proportional directions) could help foster 

supportive attitudes as well.  Ultimately what I find is that electoral systems have little to 

do with support.  Electoral systems did influence the numbers of parties that were in the 

system, but the behavior of those parties was variable.  Sometimes parties and 

governments were accountable or representative.  At times parties and governments 

were able to pass policies that addressed the pressing issues of their respective 

countries.  But, as we move down the theoretical chain, away from the immediate 

impacts of electoral systems (the number of political parties in the system) into the more 

distal effects (behavior of governments or policies passed), the more unpredictable the 

results.  What I find is that support is contingent on the more distal effects. 

Can Electoral Systems Foster Supportive Attitudes? 

The evidence from New Zealand and Italy, both before and after electoral system 

change, leads me to conclude that there is no real connection between electoral 

systems and support.  In terms of the immediate effects of electoral systems 

(represented by the initial steps in the theoretical chain), the models do quite well.  It is 

when we move down the theoretical chain where the more distal effects of the electoral 

systems are there is more opportunity for the parties to break down.  This is especially 

true for both New Zealand and Italy prior to electoral system change.  Despite their 

―extreme‖ systems, both countries experienced a fair amount of success.  But, this 

success was coupled with a change in party system behavior in both countries, absent 



 

418 

a change in the immediate effects of electoral systems, which led to a decline in 

support.  After electoral system change, there were successes and failures in both 

counties, and I also examine why that was the case. 

New Zealand operated under majoritarian electoral rules until adopting MMP in 

1996 (after a 1993 referendum on the electoral system).  These electoral rules 

continually functioned as they were designed.  They overrepresented the two largest 

parties, Labour and National, and provided them with a significant electoral advantage.  

Between 1935 and 1993, Labour and National combined to win 1494 of the 1516 seats, 

roughly 98.5% of all the seats contested (Bale and Roberts 2002; 11).  Also, during the 

same time period one of the two main parties won a majority of seats in the parliament 

and formed a single-party government.  This was the primary function and most 

immediate effect of the majoritarian electoral rules, which consistently functioned as 

intended.  What changed was the level of accountability of governments and the types 

of policies that they passed.   

From 1935 to 1984 accountability was something that both Labour and National 

took very serious.  Governments went through great pains to state their intentions 

clearly in a pre-election manifesto, consult with their back-bench, and hold regular 

meetings with the interest groups that would be affected by potential policy decisions.  

There is also ample evidence that prime ministers frequently checked the government‘s 

direction, ministers‘ positions, and the caucus to make sure that what they promised in 

the manifesto was represented at all times.  These governments generally promised 

and delivered generous social welfare and protectionist economic policies.  During this 

time New Zealanders offered high levels of support for their system which was evident 
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by the high levels of public trust and satisfaction, robust party membership, and 

impressive voter turnout rates.  Here, it looks like the majoritarian model is a good 

predictor of support, since all of the links in the theoretical chain have been satisfied.  

Majoritarian elections promoted a two-party system and one-party, majority 

governments.  These governments were accountable and passed policies that the 

people wanted and received support as a result.  A major change in party and 

government accountability as well as a radical new policy direction began in 1984. 

The Labour manifesto, a vague, bland document printed publicly prior to the 

election in 1984, offered no real change in policy direction and included language that 

promised an active role for government (Mulgan 1995).  When they stood for reelection 

they did not even bother to offer a manifesto, instead they printed only several pages of 

text with no real promises, a full two weeks after the election.  Capitalizing on Labour‘s 

unpopularity, the National manifesto offered before the election of 1990, promised a 

return to more ―generous‖ and ―active‖ government of the past and to ―reverse‖ many of 

the Labour policies of the previous six years.  Rather than follow the mandate, both 

parties reversed decades of standing policy.  From 1984 to 1990, Labour eliminated 

farm subsides, flattened the tax structure, sold off state assets, and significantly 

liberalized trade barriers.  National gutted much of the social benefits that New 

Zealanders had enjoyed.  The government drastically cut spending on health, welfare, 

education, housing, and social security.  This change in policy direction, by both parties, 

was in direct contrast with what the parties promised before they were elected.  This 

loss of accountability and policy had a devastating effect on support.  Turnout, party 

membership, trust and satisfaction all declined during this period.  New Zealanders also 
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rejected the first-past the post electoral system in 1993 in favor of MMP.  Statistical 

models run in Chapter 3 provide evidence that the change in electoral system can be 

attributed to the change in policies and the lack of respect the parties showed for their 

electoral mandates.  Italy prior to electoral system change demonstrated similar 

variability in party system behavior.  This inconsistency took place despite the 

proportional electoral system performing as expected. 

Italy‘s electoral system, like New Zealand, was successful in producing the type of 

party system that is expected under the proportional model.  Proportional elections in 

Italy offered virtually no barriers to representation and smaller, third parties were able to 

take advantage, winning seats.  From 1948 to 1979, between 10 and 12 parties were 

represented in the chamber and the senate.  Disproportionality was normally less than 

1%, but on the rare occasions it did occur it was usually minimal favoring the largest 

party, the DC, by only 2% to 4%.  The party system itself was ideologically diverse and 

included: centrist parties (DC), left-wing parties (PSI and PCI), right-wing parties (MSI 

and Monarchists), and a host of lay parties on the center-right and center-left (PLI, PRI, 

PSDI).  The initial steps of the proportional model were met, the electoral system 

produced proportional results and the party system contained ideological diversity.  

From 1948 to 1979, that ideological diverse party system was also able to foster 

representative processes and pass effective policy, which led to supportive attitudes. 

Generally speaking, coalition governments might be the place to look to determine 

whether decision-making processes include more representative interests.  In Italy that 

is not the case.  Parties fostered representation in two different ways: by creating deep 

societal ties with their constituents and by practicing broad-based, cooperative decision 
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making within the legislature.  The DC and PCI as the two largest parties in the system 

created a number of ancillary organizations to increase the connection with their 

constituents.  These organizations touched almost all aspects of Italian life including: 

sports clubs, coffee bars, newspapers, movie houses, and television networks.  Within 

parliament the DC, as the largest party, was a part of every post-war government and 

controlled the premiership until 1980.  They formed minority governments or included 

one of the smaller lay parties or the PSI.  Governments in Italy were not necessarily the 

place where representation was evident.  This is due to the nature of Cold War politics 

and the exclusion of the PCI, the second largest party, from government.  Decisions, 

prior to 1979 were made only when there was a large consensus.  In order to generate 

that consensus, parties turned to a practice that was used during the liberal regime of 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries called transformismo.  This is when elites set aside 

ideologies in favor of broad-based coalitions in order to deliver for their respective 

constituencies.  This was especially evident in the political behavior of the PCI.  As the 

second largest party in parliament, the PCI could have effectively blocked much of the 

government‘s legislative program.  Instead, the PCI supported almost 75% and at times 

as high as 90% of the government‘s legislation (Di Palma 1976; Spotts and Wieser 

1986, 113).  Transformismo was effective in calibrating government action to the 

changing political mood of the time.  Evidence of transformismo took place during the 

1960s and the 1970s in two different respects.  During the 1960s massive amounts of 

legislation, supported by up to 80% of parliamentary forces, was passed through 

committees.  Known as ―leggine‖ (little laws) often were clientelistic in nature.  During 

the 1970s there was broader consensus and cooperation between parties, especially 
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during the historic compromise between the DC and PCI.  From 1976 to 1979, the DC 

governed with the support of the PCI as shadow member of the government.  

Representation, as a process, was generally met from 1948 to 1979.  In order to get 

anything done in parliament, there had to be wide-consensus between almost all 

political parties in the system.  While not a perfect example of parliamentary 

government or the proportional model, parties in the Italian legislature were able to 

represent the interests of their constituents and pass effective policy as well. 

From the end of WWII to 1979, two types of policies were passed.  The first, 

leggine, were small laws that serviced a particular clientelistic base.  Some hold that 

these laws were ways for the system to ―let off steam‖ and allowed parties in 

government to ―punt‖ on the major issues of the day (Di Palma 1976).  It is certainly true 

that there were a tremendous number of leggine passed, especially in the 1960s, but 

the Italian legislature was able to pass a number of significant policy achievements as 

well.  During the 1950s and 1960s, the economy grew at an impressive rate and the 

country went through a period of rapid modernization.  The Italian legislature, during this 

time, was able to build an impressive system of public transportation including highways 

and an extensive network of rail lines.  The country also improved its system of 

education, illiteracy stood at about 90% after WWII, by the 1970s it was all but 

eliminated (LaPalombara 1987, 163).  The legislature also created a social welfare state 

through a number of legislative measures including: putting a floor on poverty, creating 

wage scales that narrowed the gap between rich and poor, as well as creating a 

program for universal health care.  By the 1970s, many Italians were in an improved 

economic situation with higher wages, more social services, and a quality of life that 
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saw many owning second homes and more vacation time.  Because of this 

representation and policy success, there were a number of variables that suggest that 

people were supportive of the system.  One of the indicators was the remarkable 

consistency of election results, Italians really identified with the parties that they voted 

for.  This was evident in the high levels of party membership and activity in the ancillary 

groups associated with the political parties.  Voter turnout was also among the highest 

in the world, even though Italians had to travel to their hometowns to cast a ballot.  Like 

New Zealand, changes in policy and process in Italy led to a massive decline in support, 

a collapse of the party system, and a change in electoral system. 

The proportional electoral system continued to produce proportional results and 

allowed a cross-section of ideologies to win seats in parliament.  The other 

representative processes began to unravel in the late 1970s, however.  Citizens began 

to disengage in the ancillary organizations that were the basis of representation during 

the 1950s and 1960s.  Part of the reason was the growing secularism that hurt Catholic 

organizations and the replacement of communist organization by the private market.  

This detachment saw both large parties lose electoral support after the Historic 

Compromise fell apart in 1979.  The loss of electoral support left the door open for the 

PSI to gain the premiership in the early 1980s.  While the balance of power of the party 

system was changing, the parties themselves and the bureaucracy went through a 

generational change.  This new generation viewed government as a business 

opportunity to improve their own economic standing.  Wide-spread corruption exploded 

during the 1980s, as the new party elites used the existing clientelistic ties to profit off 

the distribution of public goods.  Another change in the process in government was the 
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collapse of cooperative behavior characterized by transformismo.  The PSI-led 

governments in the 1980s increasingly relied on the emergency decree to pass the 

small, clientelistic policies they could no longer garner the consensus required to pass 

through committee.   

Policy successes were few and far between during the 1980s.  Governments were 

able, through the use of the decree, to satisfy their clientelistic bases but they could not 

garner the cooperation in the legislature necessary to achieve wider policy goals.  

Continued clientelism led to a massive increase in the public debt, but governments 

were unable to generate support for any austerity measures.  This became more and 

more problematic as the decade came to a close.  Italy was nearing joining the 

European Union and came under increasing pressure from other European states to get 

their public spending under control.  By the time the Cold War ended Italy was mired in 

a series of corruption investigations, saddled large amounts of public debt, and 

declining levels of support.  This loss of support is evident in a few areas.  The public 

began to move away from political parties, both party membership and attachment to 

political parties declined.  Satisfaction with democracy also fell into the low teens, a 

historically low level.  Turnout also dropped ten points, and those who did vote 

supported fringe parties at a higher level as they moved away from the DC and the PCI.  

The combination of these factors led Italians to vote close to 90% in favor of a change 

of electoral system in 1992.   

The evidence from New Zealand and Italy offers some evidence about the lack of 

connection between electoral systems and support.  The first is that both proportional 

and majoritarian elections in both countries produced the results that they were 
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supposed to.  New Zealand had a two-party system and Italy had a multi-party system.  

These are the first steps of the model and the most immediate effects of the electoral 

system.  As the effects become more distal, the more variable the results became.  In 

New Zealand, parties and governments were both accountable while passing effective 

policy and unaccountable while changing policy direction.  In Italy, coalitions of parties 

were both able to cooperate and pass effective policies and be unrepresentative, 

corrupt, while impotent to address the pressing issues facing the country.  The only 

constant came from the electoral systems, so it is only logical that the variability in party 

system behavior reflects the changing levels of support in both countries.  This work 

also examines whether changes in electoral system could help correct some of the 

problems of the previous system.  New Zealand sought to increase proportionality to 

increase representation and Italy looked to increased majoritarianism to improve 

accountability.  Both reforms produced the desired consequences in terms of immediate 

effects (number of parties), but saw similar levels variability in party system behavior 

that led to changing levels of support. 

New Zealand switched to a system of MMP to increase the levels of proportionality 

and provide wider representation.  For the most part, this was largely achieved.  This is 

evidenced by the drop in disproportionality from a high of 18.19 in 1993 to 3.43 in 1996, 

2.97 in 1999, 2.37 in 2002, and 1.13 in 20082.  In terms of the number of parties winning 

seats, they increased as well from only 2 in 1993 to 6 in 1996, 7 in both 1999 and 2002, 

and 8 in 2005.  Ideological representation was also increased as well.  Parties included 

those on the right (National, ACT, and United Future), the center (NZ First and United 

                                            
2
 Disproportionality here is measured by the least-squares index where higher numbers represent higher 

disproporrtionality.  Data acquired from Michael Gallagher and Mitchell (2005). 
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NZ), and left (Labour, Greens, Alliance, and Progressives).  Considering the direct 

consequences of the increased proportionality of the new electoral system, New 

Zealand clearly has a more representative party system.  But, as we move away from 

the more direct impacts of the electoral system, the more variable the party system 

behavior became in terms of process and policy. 

Increased proportionality, according to the proportional model, should lead to 

increased representation in the decision-making processes of government.  This was 

not the case in New Zealand.  Forming governing coalitions continually proved 

problematic.  The first coalition formed between National and NZ First was formed amid 

great public controversy.  Almost no one in the country wanted or expected those two 

parties to form a coalition.  The coalitions formed after 1996 did not inspire as much 

debate, but parties remained loath to name clearly before the election which parties 

they would prefer to work with when the election was over.  Another strange process 

that undermined representation was the continued practice of party-switching.  

Numerous list MP‘s decided to leave the party responsible for their seat to form 

independent parties (presumably for the increased salary and party funds entitled to 

under law).  The difficulty forming representative bonds with citizens also translated into 

the policy-making arena as well. 

Policy never returned to the generous benefits characterized by pre-1984 levels.  

This is due to the fact that while parliament included more parties, governments (usually 

characterized by one large party and one or two smaller parties) still controlled the 

entire policy-making apparatus.  Governments, whether led by National (1996-1999) or 

Labour (1999-2005) simply did not want to return to the policies of the past.  Some 
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social welfare benefits were returned, including more money for education and 

neighborhood development, but unpopular welfare and social security policies remained 

in place.  Only at the beginning of the new Labour and Alliance government in 1999 did 

it seem as though activist government would return, but that policy momentum slowed.  

Government policy direction can best be described as piece-meal after the adopting of 

MMP, characterized by half-measures and centrist solutions, rather than the proactive, 

interventionist government policies that the public supported. 

Support for MMP was impacted by both process and policy.  The preference for an 

alternate system to MMP rose almost immediately after the election of 1996, and only 

increased in the ensuing years.  1998 marked a low for supporting MMP.  Only briefly in 

1999 did New Zealanders favor MMP over alternative systems, this was the one year 

when government coalitions were formed smoothly and there were significant policy 

achievements.  After another controversy over party-switching and evidence that the 

policy direction was not going to lead to more generous social welfare polices, support 

for MMP fell in the subsequent years.  Preference for alternative systems continued to 

be higher than support for MMP during the remaining years examined in this study.  

Italy‘s experience with electoral system reform was similar.  The new, more majoritarian 

electoral system seemed to function as intended but accountability and policy 

achievements of the party system were variable. 

I hold in Chapter 6 that MMM in Italy helped to produce bipolar competition.  This 

was achieved due to the pressures the system put on both parties and voters.  Parties, 

from 1994 to 2001, increasingly engaged in strategic behavior.  This is evidenced by the 

number of parties joining one of the two center-left (the Olive Tree) or center-right 
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(House of Freedoms) coalitions.  In 1994, the Pact for Italy tried to form a center pole 

but was only able to win 4 seats and was eventually subsumed by one of the two larger 

coalitions.  This is evidence that learning took place among parties, and eventually the 

parties within the two large coalitions developed elaborate stand-down agreements so 

as to not split their vote within districts.  This learning is evidenced by district level data, 

showing that the effective number of electoral parties, in this coalitions, was reduced 

from 3.07 in 1994 to 2.43 in 1996 to 2.41 in 2001 (Cox and Schoppa 2002, 1046).  The 

two main coalitions were also able to significantly increase their vote share as well.  In 

2001 coalitions collected 89% of the votes and 98% of seats in the chamber and 82% 

and 97% respectively in the Senate.  This was up from 80% of the vote and 92% of 

seats in the chamber and 67% and 85% in the Senate3.  The change in electoral system 

had mixed-results in terms of producing accountable and effective government 

however.     

Italians adopted MMM to increase the level of accountability in the country.  They 

wanted to create bipolar competition, but they also wanted alternation in office.  The 

ability to vote out an underperforming government was something that was lacking 

under the proportional electoral regime used in the First Republic.  In this regard, the 

electoral system change was a success, a center-right government was elected in 1994 

(which quickly fell apart after 8 months and replaced by a technical government) and 

lost the ensuing election to the center-left in 1996.  The Olive Tree was then defeated 

by the House of Freedoms in 2001.  For the first time, Italians had a real choice 

                                            
3
 Despite the success of the electoral system in encouraging bipolar competition, the coalitions 

themselves remained fragmented.  It is difficult to say whether, over time, coalitions would remain 
electoral cartels or become catch-all parties because MMM was only used for three election cycles.  
Some doubt that fragmentation could ever be eliminated from Italian party politics (D‘Alimonte 2001).  The 
learning that I describe here suggests that it was at least a possibility. 
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between alternative governments and prime ministers.  Another positive was the 

turnover that took place in parliament both in the senate and the chamber.  This could 

be partially attributable to the ability of voting out underperforming MP‘s (some of the 

turnover can also be attributed to the collapse of the old party system).  Another key 

process, perhaps attributed to this increased accountability, was the general feeling 

among Italians from 1996 to 2001 that corruption was going down.  I mention that since 

corruption was such a major factor in the loss of support in the electoral regime of the 

First Republic.  These improvements in process were coupled with policy achievements 

as well. 

The Olive Tree was elected in 1996 and was able to keep many of the pre-election 

promises they made.  The major accomplishment of this government was successfully 

meeting the fiscal criteria for entry into the European Monetary Union.  They passed a 

series of austere budgets in 1996, 1997, and 1998 that curbed the amount of public 

debt and the budget deficit.  When Italy was accepted in the EMU, it was a great policy 

achievement for the Olive Tree government.  Another achievement was a series of bills 

overhauling the excessively bureaucratized public administration.  The Olive Tree 

eliminated a number of unnecessary rules and regulations as well as conflicts that made 

dealing with the bureaucracy confusing for the public.  Much responsibility was devolved 

to the regional and local level, giving communities a degree of flexibility that did not exist 

previously.   

Perhaps the most important part of the policy successes the Olive Tree had was 

the fact that prior to the election they stated clearly what they intended to do.  When 

they were elected to office, they made an honest effort to enact those policies.  This is 
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the kind of accountability that was lacking during the First Republic.  Satisfaction with 

democracy increased from around 30% to over 60% from 1994 to 2001.  I believe the 

increased accountability, policy successes, and feelings that corruption was going down 

can be attributed for this improvement in support.  Following 2001, satisfaction with 

democracy fell down below 1994 levels.  The reason for this is the decline in 

accountability, feelings that efforts toward eliminating corruption had failed, and the 

inability of the center-right government to pass much of its policy agenda. 

Silvio Berlusconi returned to the premiership in 2001 after his House of Freedoms 

coalition won a large victory over the center-left Olive Tree.  Berlusconi‘s government 

promised to deal effectively with corruption and his own personal conflicts of interest.  

Rather than tackle these problems, his government actually blocked efforts to prosecute 

corruption, passed legislation that made it easier for businessmen to avoid prosecution, 

and did not really deal with conflicts of interest at all.  This was coupled with the slowing 

of parliamentary turnover and the professionalization of a new political class.  Citizens 

reacted unfavorably to these developments and people began believing that old, corrupt 

behavior had returned.  Despite large parliamentary majorities, the center-right had a 

difficult time passing its policy agenda, efforts to reform pensions and stimulate the 

economy ultimately failed.  As a result of the loss of accountability, feelings that 

corruption had not been dealt with, and a lack of policy achievement satisfaction with 

democracy feel in Italy. 

The evidence from New Zealand and Italy before and after electoral system 

change informs us in several ways.  The first is that electoral systems can shape the 

type of party system that a country has.  Majoritarian systems produce pressures 
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toward a two-party system.  Increasing majoritarianism in a country has a similar effect.  

Proportional systems and efforts to increase proportionality ease the path for smaller 

parties to gain seats and increase the level of ideological representation in a party 

system.  This is what both the majoritarian and proportional models expect.  Electoral 

systems have less of an impact on the type of behavior party systems engage in 

however, and this is where the models fail.  Institutions can shape or encourage certain 

behaviors, but they cannot guarantee those behaviors.  It may make sense for 

governments to be accountable in an increasingly majoritarian system, but that does not 

mean that they will.  The same is true for increasingly proportionality.  Just because 

more parties are represented in a system does not mean that representation will be put 

into action once those parties get to the legislature.  The Electoral systems featured in 

this study produced fairly consistent results, but the party system behavior varied rather 

widely.  This variation in the party system behavior is why support varied in those 

countries as well.   

Just because no credible link between electoral systems and support is evident 

does not mean that our inquiries should stop.  There were several instances, some for 

long periods of time, where a credible link could be drawn from the election to the party 

system, to party system behavior, to the types of policies that were passed, then finally 

support.  I believe we can learn a great deal about the nature of elections and support in 

those instances.  Specifically, there are two linked conclusion.  One conclusion that I 

draw is that the processes of accountability and representation should be thought of as 

expectations rather than consequences of particular elections.  Elections have ―ethics‖ 

that go with them and the public expects that those ethics will be followed.  Ethics may 
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be expected and encouraged, but that does not mean they will take place.  The second 

conclusion I make is that it is very difficult to differentiate policy and process when 

examining the consequences of elections.  Meeting the ethics of representation and 

accountability necessarily includes following through with some type of policy.  The 

following passage looks at these two conclusions in more detail. 

Lessons from New Zealand and Italy 

I believe the evidence presented in this project demonstrates that electoral 

systems have little to do with support.  A critic might suggest that I have built elaborate 

theories drawing suspect links from different electoral systems and support only to 

refute them.  It is not my intention to merely tear down theories linking electoral systems 

and support.  In fact, I count myself among those who believe that the critiques of pure 

proportional and majoritarian systems to be overstated.  This belief is best represented 

by Shugart and Wattenberg‘s book, Mixed-Member Systems:  The Best of Both Worlds?  

The authors label majoritarian and proportional systems as ―extreme‖ and suggest that 

the different natures of the systems, ―contain[s] within themselves the preexisting 

conditions that generate reformist pressure.‖ All that is necessary is a ―triggering event‖ 

and the road to electoral reform is open (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001: 27).  The 

evidence presented in this work suggests otherwise.  Elections have particular ethics, or 

presumed outcomes.  In proportional elections that ethic is representation and in 

majoritarian elections the ethic is accountability.  When Italy and New Zealand were 

able to meet the expected ethics of their elections, they had a great deal of success in 

passing policy and generating support.  This goes the same for efforts to increase 

majoritarianism and proportionality.  Examining how New Zealand and Italy were 

successful under different electoral rules provides evidence for this conclusion. 
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Accountability as an ethic of majoritarian elections has its roots in the literature on 

electoral systems.  The presumption is that majoritarian elections offer the most direct 

electoral connection between voters and governments, which provides a few 

opportunities.  Voters have the chance to choose between clear alternatives and judge 

the winner by the extent to which those promises are met.  Parties have the ability to 

promote a particular agenda, have it judged, and a chance to enact it (Duverger 1954, 

1984; Powell 2000).  Here the connection between accountability and policy is clear.  In 

New Zealand prior to electoral system change, this relationship was in place.  Parties 

presented manifestos prior to the election and then followed through.  Accountability 

was lost after 1984 when both Labour and National decided to pass policies that were in 

direct conflict with their manifesto or not mentioned at all.  The loss of the electoral 

mandate through the removal of the manifesto and a change in policy are statistically 

connected with support for changing the electoral system.   

Something similar happened in Italy, the electoral system change had a number of 

goals, but the underneath all of them was a desire to increase accountability.  The 

system had its most success when accountability was high.  It was high when there was 

alternation in office between center-right and center-left and when voters had a chance 

to vote out of office a generation of elites that were corrupt.  The center-left elected in 

1996, entered off with a clear policy agenda spelled out in its coalition agreement.  The 

government was successful in passing their economic policy goals, several important 

administrative reforms, and had convinced the country that the level of corruption was 

going down.  Satisfaction with democracy was at an all-time high of 61% when 

governments were accountable by passing the policies that they promised.  
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Accountability suffered under the second Berlusconi administration that started in 2001.  

The center-right presented to the voters a clear policy agenda that the presumptive 

prime minister dubbed a ―promise to Italians‖.  The government did little to follow 

through on the promise however, and satisfaction with democracy fell down below 30%.   

The evidence presented here demonstrates that systems that are wholly 

majoritarian or seek to increase majoritarianism are only successful when they have 

accountability.  This means that there are clear sets of alternatives for the voters to 

choose from, one winner, and that winner pursues the policy agenda they laid out 

before the election.  When one of those objectives fails support lags as a result.  

Something similar can be said of representation under proportional or systems that seek 

to improve proportionality.  Representation is meant to incorporate more ideas into the 

policy-making arena and produce better policies as a result.  When either of those 

qualifications is not met, support suffers. 

Representation is the key ethic in proportional systems.  The idea developed by 

scholar, and represented in the proportional model, is that proportional elections will try 

to represent the population as accurately as possible.  This means that there is less of a 

connection between the election and how decisions get made.  Parties decide after the 

election how to organize, make decisions, and pass policies.  The most popular way of 

doing this is the formation of a government, but the expectation from the public is that 

their interests will be represented (Lijphart 1984; Powell 2000).  In Italy prior to 1979, 

parties were generally able to agree to pass policies to service their respective 

constituencies.  They did this through broad-based cooperation as evidenced by the 

extensive use of the committee system in the 1950s and 1960s.  They were also able to 
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pass significant amounts of legislation through conventional legislative procedures as 

well.  When parties satisfied the ethic of representation, they passed policies that 

produced public support.  In the 1980s, representation to a large degree was lost.  The 

broad-based cooperation that characterized the previous decades was replaced by a 

more centralized government.  This government was unable to pass significant 

legislation and relied on a procedure, the emergency decree, which was not cooperative 

at all.  By the late 1980s, satisfaction with democracy fell down historic lows.  The 

connection between representation and policy seems to be an important factor in the 

level of support. 

The same can also be said of New Zealand‘s experience with MMP.  The reason 

for adopting this system was to increase the amount of representation in parliament, 

since it had been dominated by one of the two main political parties for the previous 100 

years.  There was only one brief period where MMP was favored over alternative 

systems (evidence of support).  This was in 1999, when Labour and the Alliance 

campaigned together, clearly stating that they would form a government following the 

election.  When they were elected, at the outset they passed polices in the areas of 

social welfare, which was supported by the public.  New Zealand political parties 

generally struggled with representation under MMP.  There were frequent governments 

formed that did not consider the public‘s viewpoints, especially the governments formed 

in 1996 and 2005.  When the primary decision-makers are unrepresentative the policies 

they pass are not going to be fully supported by the public.  This is why MMP continually 

lagged behind alternative systems in public polls.  What I take from this is that increased 

ideological representation is not enough.  Just because more parties are represented, 
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does not mean that they are going to be involved in decision-making, or that the policies 

passed are going to be representative of the electorate.  

The main lessons I believe we can take from the successes and failures of the 

majoritarian and proportional models is the importance of the ethics of accountability 

and representation and the connection to those ethics and policy.  Majoritairan and 

proportional elections (or increased majoritarianism or proportionality) do not guarantee 

accountability and representation, but there is an expectation that they will.  Implicit in 

the satisfaction with the ethics of accountability and representation is the delivery of 

policy.  Without policy, accountability and representation lose their meaning.  

Accountability requires that parties or candidates promise something then be judged on 

whether they deliver.  Absent the promise and delivery, there is no accountability.  

Representation is similar.  It requires that interests and ideology be represented, not just 

in theory or policy positions, but policy action.  The ethics of elections signal how 

elected officials, parties, and governments should behave.  Majoritarian, or increased 

majoritarian, elections encourage accountability by picking a winner based on policy 

promises then keep or remove that winner based on how they keep those promises.  

Proportional, or increased proportional, elections encourage the representation of 

interests in decision-making processes and the production of policies keeping all of 

those interests in mind.  The variability of party system behavior in New Zealand and 

Italy before and after electoral system change demonstrates that these electoral ethics 

are not guaranteed.  The research presented in this work offers a few reasons why the 

ethics of accountability or representation may be met at times and why they might be 

ignored. 
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Contributing and Confounding Factors 

Elections are not enough to guarantee that individuals, parties, and governments 

will behave accountably or in a representative manner.  Evidence from New Zealand 

and Italy can help explain the variability in this behavior.  I identify in this passage the 

factors that can contribute or confound the ethics of elections.  Elections can help shape 

political actions, but they do so within a larger political context.  Economic conditions, 

scandals, or the emergence of a new party system can certainly have an impact on the 

ability of political actors to be accountable or representative.  Another factor is 

institutions outside of the electoral system.  Institutional rules like the use of committees 

to pass laws, caucus voting rules, and bicameral or unicameral arrangements can also 

matter a great deal.  Finally, there is the role of agency.  Ultimately, the decisions that 

are reached are made by people and their actions can have either contribute to 

achieving the ethics of elections or prevent those ethics from being met.  This passage 

discusses contributing and confounding factors which include: political context, 

institutional factors, and agency.     

Political Context as a Contributing and Confounding Factor 

Much of this work has spent time discussing how electoral system shape political 

outcomes like party systems, governments, and public support.  I should note that 

electoral systems themselves are imbedded in a political context that may aid or hinder 

the ability of that system to produce expected political outcomes.  Robert Moser in 

several works describes how electoral systems in post-communist democracies did not 

always conform to Duvergerian expectations.  For example, in many cases the number 

of political parties was higher in the SMD tier of mixed-systems.  He attributes these 

findings to ―political context‖ and more specifically to the fact that there was a lack of 
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party system institutionalization (Moser 1999, 2001).  I describe in earlier passages how 

prior to electoral system change, both New Zealand and Italy had measures of success 

with what are considered ―extreme‖ electoral systems (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001, 

27).  I have described their success in terms of the models I draw in Chapter 2, but the 

success of the systems coincides with a favorable political environment.  When that 

political climate changed, the systems were not able to produce that same kind of 

positive outcomes.  Political context is also important for understanding why the 

changes to mixed systems were ultimately less than successful. 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 describe how electoral systems in New Zealand and Italy 

helped cultivate support among the population, what changed, and how support 

declined as a result of those changes.  There are important political contexts to note 

that also help to understand why the changes took place when they did.  The high-point 

for support in New Zealand, as described in Chapter 3, was during the 1950s, 1960s, 

and early 1970s.  During this time, the New Zealand economy was in a very strong 

position though their favorable trade relationship with Great Britain.  The relationship 

accentuated the natural agricultural advantages enjoyed by New Zealand, and the 

economy went through a steady period of growth.  With this financial security, the two 

main political parties, Labour and National, competed over how best to deliver the rich 

spoils this prosperity brought.  This is probably evidenced best by the types of policies 

both parties supported for decades including: universal health coverage, free public 

education, protectionist trade policy, and generous farm subsidies among other policies.  

It is no coincidence that during this period New Zealanders felt that they had one of the 

highest qualities of life in the world.  In a sense, it is easy to meet the criteria laid out in 
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the majoritarian model, especially accountability and good policy, when the country is in 

a favored economic situation.  Parties did not have to stake out differing policy 

prescriptions or offer the public tough choices.  Both parties favored generous social 

and economic policies and then delivered them after the election.  It is when the 

country‘s economic situation changed in the middle of the 1970s that accountability and 

policy changed.  New Zealand‘s economic situation suffered when Great Britain ended 

their favored trade relationship when they joined the European Community.  This event 

also coincided with a series of oil shocks that raised the price of petroleum dramatically.  

Together, these had a dramatic negative impact on the New Zealand economy.  

Political elites were slow to adjust to the new economic reality and turned to the policies 

that characterized the previous decades.  Massive public works projects and federal 

spending led to an increasing public debt and inflation.  By the time Labour was elected 

in 1984, they faced a dire economic situation.  I am not excusing the behavior of Labour 

politicians.  According to the ethic of majoritarian systems, in order to maintain 

accountability they should have made their case during the election that National‘s 

increased public spending in a time of economic downturn was not the right path.  This 

might be easy to say in hindsight, but the point that I would like to make that it easy to 

be accountable when what your promise contains only good news.  Politicians in New 

Zealand failed at this when the new they had to deliver was bad. 

Italy prior to the 1970s also faced a particular political context that at times helped 

foster support and at times did not.  Like New Zealand, the height of political support in 

Italy was during the 1950s and 1960s.  This also coincides with a rapid period of 

expansion for the Italian economy known as the ―economic miracle‖.  This is also the 
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time that the Italian parties were able to represent their constituents and make 

government work.  Italian parties turned to committees to pass clientelistic measures 

known as leggine to deliver spoils to their particular group.  In this respect, Italian 

democracy was similar to New Zealand democracy.  When there were plenty of 

resources to divvy out, parties and governments were able to cooperate in order to do 

so.  It was when the economy slowed in the 1970s and 1980s that cooperation become 

more difficult.  Italy was also impacted by the oil shocks of the periods, but had 

additional pressure from the European Community to get its financial house in order.  

During a brief period the DC and PCI were able to govern together to overcome those 

difficulties, but this behavior did not continue.  Cooperation was basically non-existent 

during the 1980s, as governments turned to the emergency decree to satisfy their 

political clients.  The lesson here, like New Zealand, is that it is easier to be 

representative and deliver policy that the public supports when the economy is growing.  

Outside of the economy, there are other important political contexts to consider in Italy. 

There are also two important things to consider in Italy as relates to political 

contexts: the Cold War and the ideological fragmentation of Italians.  In many ways, the 

story of Italian history can not be told without reference to the Cold War.  In fact, the 

entire political order of the Italian First Republic was organized based on the conflict 

between East and West.  The PCI, Italy‘s second largest party, was shut out of every 

post-war government.  The party was still able to influence policy by coming to 

agreements with DC-led governments.  As long as the Cold War continued Italians were 

seemingly stuck with the DC as the largest party and a central part of every 

government.  Take a counter-factual where there was no Cold war.  Would there have 
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been a grand coalition between the two largest parties the PCI and DC?  It is of course 

impossible to say, but considering that both parties did exhibit a large amount of 

cooperative behavior and the parties engaged in a ―Historic Compromise‖ during the 

1970s, it is not inconceivable.  It is only when the Cold War ended in 1989, the PCI 

disbanded and reformulated itself into the PDS.  It is not coincidental that this coincided 

with the dramatic rise in corruption investigations and prosecutions and a rapid decline 

in support among the population for the existing political order.  When the threat of the 

PCI and communism was removed, the logic of the status quo forwarded by the DC and 

PSI was gone.  The second consideration that impacted how proportional elections 

were able to meet the ideals of the proportional model was the level of ideological 

polarization among the Italian electorate.   

Italian politics includes communists, fascists, monarchists, Christian Democrats, 

socialists, and secularists among others.  The proportional electoral system did not 

create this political reality it only allowed it to be represented.  In fact, the adoption of 

this proportional electoral system in 1946 was advanced by these existing ideological 

interests to guarantee that they would receive representation in the forthcoming 

elections.  As Duverger (1984), proportional elections act like a ―photograph‖ by 

matching the expressions of the partisan and ideological preferences of the public as 

close as possible.  What the elections do not do is choose what the subject of that 

photograph is.  In Italy, proportional elections allowed the ideological polarization that 

existed in the country to be represented in the legislature.  The distance between the 

parties certainly made the attributes in the proportional model like cooperation more 

difficult at the outset.  At times, the parties were able to overcome their ideological 
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differences, but more often than not they resorted to the lowest-common denominator 

like small, clientelistic policies targeted at a narrow interest.  Truthfully, the fact that 

Italian democracy had the success that it did is remarkable considering the real 

ideologically divisions in the country. 

The previous paragraphs describe political contexts that both aided and hindered 

the ability of the electoral system to be linked to supportive attitudes before electoral 

system change.  Political context was in important factor in both countries following the 

change as well.  Adopting a new electoral system is not like hitting a reset button.  Both 

Italy and New Zealand took significant baggage with them into the new electoral regime.  

In New Zealand, electoral system change took place against the backdrop of 

tremendous anti-party sentiment.  One of the main reasons for the change, as I 

describe in Chapter 3, was the belief that elites were in the habit of making promises 

and then not following through.  The initial optimism that greeted MMP was immediately 

lost after a contentious, secretive coalition negotiation resulted in a New Zealand First 

and National coalition government.  There was widespread belief among the electorate 

that Winston Peters had signaled clearly his antipathy for National and that his party 

would not join National in a coalition.  The fact that there was a coalition negotiation 

where a party leader took a good deal for himself and his party should not have been 

unexpected.  There was plenty of commentary that this could be a possibility when the 

electorate voted for MMP after a lengthy campaign before the referendum.  The reason 

voters reacted so vehemently was the remnants of the distrust that precipitated the 

electoral system change in the first place.  The issue of party-switching also caught the 

public‘s attention for similar reasons.  Party-switching involved list MP‘s leaving their 
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parties to form independent parties with themselves as the leader.  Again, like the first 

coalition formation process, party-switching reinforced the belief that the word of a 

politicians was not worth anything.  Both the coalition formation and party-switching are 

linked to the decline in support for MMP.  It is worth wondering how much these events 

might have mattered in the absence of the deep anti-party sentiment that was left over 

from what occurred before the electoral system change.  I hold in Chapter 5 that 

coalition formation and party-switching helped undermine representation, a key process 

if New Zealand was to be more proportional.  I believe that is true, but political context 

also mattered as well.  Italy also presents evidence that new electoral regimes have to 

deal with leftover political baggage that precipitated the change. 

Some of the political context that might have impacted the level of political support 

in Italy include: the wave of corruption scandals, the history of party fragmentation, and 

the pressures of joining the EMU.  Italy adopted a new electoral system amidst a wave 

of scandal.  The existing party system was completely dismantled as political elites were 

embroiled in the Clean Hands investigations into the widespread corruption that 

permeated all features of the political class.   I mention in Chapter 6 that I believe 

support was going to be positively or negatively impacted based on whether citizens felt 

that the issue of corruption was improved.  While the first center-left government made 

some efforts toward improvement in that area, it is likely that the scandals themselves 

had more of an impact.  As I discuss in Chapter 5, there was tremendous turnover in 

elected officials in the first two elections in 1994 and 1996.  This turnover slowed in 

2001.  It is possible that the improved attitudes toward corruption and higher levels of 

support are not due to any affirmative action by new governments, but by some other 
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mechanism like judicial investigations.    Another issue related to political context, is the 

history of party fragmentation in Italy.  Moser (2001) names the strong, historical 

tendency of Italians to support smaller parties as one of the reasons that the party 

system remained fragmented despite the majoritarian pressures of the new electoral 

system.  D‘Alimonte (2001) also contends that even if Italy had adopted a completely 

majoritarian system with all seats selected by SMD‘s, small parties would still be an 

active and persistent force in Italian politics.  Both authors attribute this pull to a long 

political history in Italy and entrenched tendencies to support smaller parties4.  A final 

note on political context in Italy has to do with the influence of the EMU on some of the 

successes of the first center-left government.  I attribute, in Chapter 6, the connection 

between the new, more majoritarian electoral system and these policy successes, 

especially the center-left‘s very successful effort to meet the EMU‘s criteria for 

admittance.  The electoral system had a role to play by encouraging pre-elections 

coalitions and providing a majority in both Chambers.  Part of the center-left 

government‘s success in steering the country into the EMU was at least in part 

attributable to political context.  Entrance to the EMU was widely supported by the 

public and political elite.  Italy was one of the founding members of the European 

Community and failure to meet the standards set would have been a great 

                                            
4
 This is a contested point.  Parties did engage in a tremendous amount of strategic behavior under the 

newer, more majoritarian rules.  This strategic behavior was most often represented by stand-down 
agreements between parties that were a part of a larger coalition.  With respect to Moser (2001) and 
D‘Alimonte (2001), there were only three elections held under these MMM rules.  It is impossible to say 
that in the long-term voters would not abandoned smaller parties as Duverger (1954) suggests.  Large 
parties were not willing to take on smaller parties in the short-term by risking having an ideologically 
similar, small party steal some of their vote.   This does not mean that learning would not take place over 
time as Duverger (1954) suggests it will.  Unfortunately, since there were only three elections it is 
impossible to determine if the number of small parties would have shrunk, any suggestions otherwise is 
just conjecture.   
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embarrassment.  So, there was tremendous internal and external pressure of the Italian 

legislature to get things done quickly.  This is not to say that the new electoral system 

had nothing to do with the government‘s success, but once entry to the EMU was 

attained, policy success was much more difficult to find.  This applies to both the center-

left and the newly elected center-right in 2001.  Considering that the PCI-DC 

compromise governments of the 1970s had similar success passing austerity measures 

under similar international pressure under a proportional system, political context is 

something that should not be ignored. 

The success or failure of electoral systems to produce the conditions that allow for 

higher levels of support is greatly influenced by political context.  In a sense it is easy to 

be accountable (majoritarian) or representative (proportional) and deliver policies that 

the public supports when the economy is growing.  Both, New Zealand and Italy had 

their greatest successes when this was the case.  It is increasingly difficult to meet 

those standards during tougher times.  Also, Italy and New Zealand demonstrate that 

electoral system changes do not happen in a vacuum, the new electoral regime has to 

deal with the remnants of the old one.  Actions by the new governments under new 

electoral rules are judged with the memories of the old regime.  In New Zealand, the 

difficult first coalition process and party-switching may not have had the detrimental 

effects they had if it were not for the deep anti-party sentiment that preceded the moves.  

In Italy, the initial success of the reforms (higher levels of support) might be attributable 

to the wave of political elites swept form office after the Clean Hands judicial 

investigations.  Political context has an impact on the ability of elites to be accountable 
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or representative, the policy achievements, and how the public frames their actions and 

gives support accordingly. 

Political context is not the only factor that helps or hurts the connection between 

electoral systems and support.  Electoral rules help pick winners and losers on Election 

Day, but those winners and losers have to operate in an institutional context.  There are 

a number of institutions and rules that mattered in New Zealand and Italy and these 

institutions had a contributing influence on the level of support.  

Institutional Rules as a Contributing and Confounding Factor 

Chapter 1 of this project outlines the variables that can impact support, among 

these are the types of policies that are passed and processes by which the political 

elites behave.  Chapter 2 is a discussion of how particular electoral systems can help to 

foster certain processes and policies that lead to higher levels of support among the 

population.  What became increasingly clear throughout my research of New Zealand 

and Italy is that there are a number of other institutions outside of the electoral system 

that can influence the processes and policies of a given country.  There is the thorny 

presence of mixed electoral rules in New Zealand and Italy.  The theoretical component 

of this work is drawn from the literature on proportional and majoritarian systems and it 

is framed in terms of what happens when either proportionality or majoritarianism is 

increased.  Mixed systems fit into this framework only if they adhere to the logic of the 

political impact of electoral systems of Duverger and other electoral system scholars 

(Duverger 1954; Rae 1971; Riker 1982).  As I describe in Chapter 2, scholars are 

divided on this point with some suggesting that there are contamination effects from 

having mixed electoral rules which can impact the political outcomes (Nishikawa and 

Herron 2001; Ferrara, Herron, and Nishikawa 2005).  The evidence from New Zealand 
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and Italy following the electoral system changes will not provide a definitive answer to 

the contamination question, but the some of the outcomes of mixed rules in New 

Zealand and Italy are worth noting.  In this segment I detail some of the institutional 

rules that aided and hindered policy and process and, by extension, support in both 

countries. 

New Zealand, prior to 1984, seemingly had all of the institutions necessary to 

promote majoritarian outcomes.  That is, the electoral system was plurality, contested in 

single-member districts.  The party that won a majority of seats in the legislature formed 

a government with no outside institutions to contend with.  There was no second 

chamber, Supreme Court, or constitutional rules (that could not be changed by a 

majority of the parliament) to prevent that majority from governing as it saw fit.  I note in 

Chapter 3 that governments increased accountability by relying on the back-bench, the 

caucus, and interest groups to help curb the tendency of one-party control of the entire 

governing apparatus to become an ―elected dictatorship‖ (Palmer 1979).  In 1984, led 

by the Minister of the Treasury Roger Douglass, the Labour government instituted 

several small rule changes that consolidated power into the hands of a small number of 

influential members of the government.  One of these changes was to require the 

caucus, all Labour MP‘s, to sign a pledge to support the policy decisions of the 

government under the threat of being expelled from the party.  Another rule change 

instituted the practice of majority voting within a smaller number of government 

ministers to determine the policy direction of the government.  These two small rule 

changes, adopted by the National government in 1990 as well, helped a small, 

motivated cadre of MP‘s to push through a radically different policy agenda.  I attempt to 
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test for these changes in Chapter 3 by including variables that tested respondents‘ 

feelings about the importance of the caucus system as it related to their support for an 

alternative electoral system.  It maybe that small rule changes like the ones described 

are just not on the radar of average citizens.  This does not mean that we should ignore 

rule changes however.  These new rules allowed motivated ministers to consolidate 

power in the hands of fewer and fewer people and allowed the major reforms of policy 

to pass following 1984.  As I describe in Chapter 3, these policies certainly had a role in 

the declining levels of support nation-wide and the change in electoral system. 

Italy also had institutions and rules, outside of the electoral system, that both aided 

and hindered representative processes and good policy formation.  One of the more 

important institutional features of the Italian Legislature (provided for in the Constitution) 

was the extraordinary powers granted to the committees.  Committees, after granted the 

purview by the parties inside and outside of government, were able to bypass the 

normal legislative procedure and pass laws without going back to both chambers for full 

approval.  This constitutional feature of the Italian system was vital to the ability of the 

Italian legislature to govern.  Scholars repeatedly mention this feature of the Italian 

system as important, especially in aiding the parties‘ ability to work together and 

represent the interests of their constituents and pass policies that helped keep the 

system moving forward.  If committees are a good example of institutional rules that 

helped aid representation and policy, the emergency decree is an example of a rule that 

undermined the process of representation.  The emergence decree allowed the 

government to replace the role of the committee as the means of passing micro-

legislation, but without the consensus and cooperation that typified the use of the 
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committee.  Another institutional feature of the Italian legislature was the use of the 

secret ballot for roll-call votes.  This practice was increasingly used by DC back-

benchers during the 1980s to sabotage the PSI-led government that their party 

supported.  Again, this institutional feature helped make policy-making more difficult and 

helped contribute to the less representative use of emergency decrees during the 

period.  These are examples of pre-reform institutional impacts.  There is also the 

question of the potential confounding impacts of mixed systems adopted by both New 

Zealand and Italy.  Also, several other institutional features of the systems should be 

noted, particularly the lack of change in any other institution of government. 

Before discussing the role of a change to mixed rules in Italy and New Zealand 

(rather than full changes to a majoritarian or proportional system), it is important to take 

a minute to discuss the institutional changes that were not made in either country.  Both 

New Zealand and Italy made electoral system changes, but did not buttress those 

changes with any other major institutional reforms.  Italy‘s electoral system change was 

designed to create a system of bipolar competition, reduce the number of parties, and 

help create a government that could act decisively to pass effective policy.  In essence, 

the goal was to create a more majoritarian system.  But, they did nothing to the other 

institutions of government.  For instance, Italy maintained its bicameral legislature.  This 

type of legislative arrangement slows down the policy-making process, promotes 

consensus, and makes passing effective policy more difficult than a one-house 

legislature (Lijphart 1984).  I point out in Chapter 6, that policy which would have 

addressed conflict of interest and the prosecution of corrupt behavior passed one 

chamber but failed to pass the other.  Broader efforts to reform the constitution also 
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failed in the same manner.  Even with large majorities in both Chambers, the 

Berlusconi-led government elected in 2001 had a difficult time passing its legislative 

program.  Frequently, the government was able to negotiate one chamber only to have 

its momentum stopped in the other.   The reason I mention this is that there are multiple 

ways to improve efficiency and accountability in government.  Changing the electoral 

system is certainly one of those means, but it is not the only one.  New Zealand also 

changed its electoral system, but like Italy made no other changes to its constitutional 

order. 

New Zealand has an interesting constitutional order.  As Lijphart describes, it is an 

example of a majoritarian system with a single-house, no written constitution, and prior 

to the electoral system change single-member district plurality elections.  During the late 

1980s when there was an ongoing debate over the electoral system, other constitutional 

changes were discussed as well.  One of the suggestions was to add a second house to 

the legislature.  This proposed Senate would have similar powers to the old House of 

Lords in the British system, where Senators would have the ability to affirm legislation, 

provide advice, and slow the legislative process down.  This reform never came to 

fruition, but it would have been one mechanism to reduce the majoritarian nature of the 

system.  The electoral system change increased proportionality, but no other 

institutional changes were made to assist achievement of the goals of that change.  

New Zealanders were looking to include more voices in the system.  They did change 

the electoral system, but other institutional adjustments could have been made as well.  

A final note I would like to make about institutions in New Zealand and Italy are the 
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potentially confounding political outcomes of the mixed nature of the electoral systems 

adopted in both countries. 

I hold in the body of this work that the mixed systems provided New Zealand and 

Italy both increased proportionality and increased majoritarianism.  I will not reiterate 

those arguments here, but I will offer some contrary evidence to consider.  There are 

some signs that there were contamination effects present in both countries.  In New 

Zealand, the risk was that the tendency toward a two-party system in the SMD tier 

would contaminate the PR tier of the electoral system favoring Labour and National.  

This was a concern Duverger raised about German‘s two-party dominated MMP system 

(Duverger 1986).  Scholars generally reject the notion of contamination effects in New 

Zealand (Barker et al. 2001; Karp et al. 2002; Vowles 2005; Karp 2009).  There should 

be some pause, however, considering that Labour and National remain the two largest 

members of the party system.  Both parties made up 67.5%, 73.3%, 64%, and 81.6% of 

the seats in the elections of 1996, 1999, 2002, and 2005.  Labour and National 

dominated the electoral tier of the mixed system as well.  They claimed 86.1%, 94%, 

95.6%, and 89.8% of the electoral seats in the same election.  Despite the evidence that 

New Zealanders split their vote between electoral and list tiers, voting strategically on 

the electoral ballot and genuinely on the list ballot, the continued domination of the two 

largest parties should be noted5.  Another feature of MMP in New Zealand that should 

be mentioned is the system‘s out-clause for the list-threshold.  Parties had to attain at 

least 5% of the vote to be awarded seats, unless they won at least one electoral district.  

In 1999, Winston Peters, the leader of the NZ First Party and of Maori descent, was 

                                            
5
 For evidence of vote-splitting in New Zealand, see Karp et al. (2002) and Karp (2009). 
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able to hold on to a Maori district and as a result his party was awarded 4 list seats.  

This allowed NZ First to stay in parliament despite is tremendously unpopular 

performance in government over the previous 3 years (their percentage of the list share 

fell from 13.35% to 4.26%).  Without this feature of the system, Peters and his party 

would not have been around to influence the coalition formation in 2005.  The presence 

of single-member districts in this case gave a nationally unpopular politician an anchor. 

There is perhaps more evidence of a contamination effect in Italy.  The goal of the 

electoral system change was to reduce the number of political parties and create a 

system of bipolar competition.  While the later was largely achieved, the former proved 

more problematic.  The two coalitions on the center-right and the center-left increased 

their total percentage of seats in the Chamber from 80% of the vote and 92% of seats in 

1994 to 89% of the vote and 98% of seats in 2001.  In the Senate these numbers 

increased from 67% of the vote and 85% of seats in the Senate in 1994 to 82% and 

97% of seats.  These numbers do not accurately reflect the number of parties or groups 

winning seats in the Chamber and the Senate respectively.  The number of parties 

winning seats in the Chamber was 14, 11, and 14 in the elections of 1994, 1996, and 

2001 (Bartolini et al. 2004: 10).  Parliamentary groups in the Senate were also high in 

the same elections numbering 10, 11, and 9 (Bartolini, Chiaramonte, and D‘Alimonte 

2004: 9).  There was a significant ―proportionaliziation‖ of the SMD tiers in Italy for a few 

reasons.  The largest parties generally found it easier to cede safe districts to a member 

of their larger coalition in order to prevent losing the district to the other coalition.  This 

was a fear because smaller parties retained loyal, regional support and could count on 

enough voters to throw the election to the other side.  Therefore, due to their electoral 
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blackmail power, smaller parties were able to negotiate seats for themselves prior to the 

election (Bardi 2007).  This is not the type of contamination effects that scholars 

expected however (Cox and Schoppa 2002).  The expectation is that small parties in 

mixed systems would run in all SMD‘s in order to elevate their national profile and have 

more success in the list tier as a result.  This is not what occurred in Italy, so what are 

we to make of these conflicting results?   

The answer is not readily apparent.  There is evidence that some measure of 

Duvergerian learning was taking place with increasing numbers of parties organizing 

into one of the two largest coalitions, but the number of those parties remained high.  

The hope was that over time, the coalitions would consolidate into two large catch-all 

parties.  Some scholars were skeptical about the ability of the Italian party system to 

consolidate into two functioning parties rather than coalitions (D‘Alimonte 2001).  Since 

the electoral system changed again in 2005, this argument will not be settled.  It is true 

that Italy has a history of party fragmentation, and the coalitions were fragmented after 

electoral system change, but does that preclude consolidation into a two-party system?  

The nature of catch-all parties is to include various factions that broadly fit into an 

ideological characterization.  For instance, the Republican Party in the United States 

has elements of religious conservatives, libertarians, secular business interests, and 

foreign policy hawks.  Within that party there is a blend of policy preferences that blend 

seemingly irreconcilable views that advocate government action and centralized power 

as well as decentralization and a hands-off approach.  The only point I am trying to 

make here is that ideological purity is not a prerequisite for a political party.  It is 
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certainly conceivable that over time the party system in Italy could have consolidated 

into two catch-all political parties. 

Institutions outside of the electoral system and the mixed nature of electoral rules 

have important impacts to consider in any discussion of the connection between 

electoral systems and support.  Institutions outside of the electoral system can help 

policy-making or promote good processes.  For instance, the unique power of the 

committees aided both policy-making and cooperation in Italy, while the secret-ballot 

became a mechanism to undermine cooperation.  It New Zealand, a small change in 

caucus rules in the Labour Party helped pass a dramatic change in policy starting in 

1984.  Also, I argue that mixed-rules are one mechanism to increase proportionality or 

majoritarianism.  It may also be true that there are potential contamination effects that 

should be considered.  The role of institutions is important, but individuals have to 

operate within those rules.  In both Italy and New Zealand, individuals have played a 

decisive role in the execution of policy and process, and as an extension support among 

their respective populations.  

Agency as a Contributing and Confounding Factor 

One of the persistent themes throughout this work is the consequential role that 

the actions of individuals had on support in both New Zealand and Italy.  The models 

that I draw linking electoral systems to support, as well as many institutional theories in 

general, count on rules to shape behavior.  Even the most well designed institutions and 

rules count on individuals or groups of individuals to navigate and operate within those 

contexts.  Individuals are often faced with a degree of latitude when it comes to their 

actions and choices.  While researching both countries, I thought about a work on a 

different subject by Guillermo O‘Donnell on how to improve horizontal accountability in 
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new democracies.  He notes that the actions of people in political office and other 

institutional roles are both, ―important [and] hard to pin down.‖ (O‘Donnell 1998: 126)  

He finds examples of individuals who perform deliberately, openly, and admirably even 

amid widespread institutional failings and corrupt behavior by peers.  These honest 

leaders can inspire others to follow their example and create favorable public opinion as 

a result.  O‘Donnell (1998) laments, ―why and how such leaders emerge is a mystery to 

me.  The melancholy truth is that they do not seem to be too abundant… when and if 

they reach the top, they too often fail to live up to expectations.‖ (126)  

I do not claim to have any answers to the quandary that O‘Donnell poses, I am not 

in a position to theorize about what is in a political leader‘s heart or mind when they 

make a decision.  There is ample evidence of his point, however.  New Zealand and 

Italy are full of examples of leaders who, when faced with choices, either behaved with 

the responsibility of their office in mind or acted in their own immediate, self-interest.  

What is clear is that when leaders behaved with the ethic of their particular system in 

mind, they more often than not, achieved results that helped increase support among 

the population.  The inverse of this statement is also true, when leaders betrayed that 

particular ethic, the public responded unfavorably.  For instance, the principle process 

behind majoritarian systems, as I discuss throughout this work, is accountability.  

Whenever leaders, through their actions, fostered this result the public responded 

positively.  When they were not accountable, support suffered.  In proportional systems, 

the main ethic is representation.  Citizens responded to the extent that leaders 

encapsulated that ethic of representation.  There are plenty of examples of both to draw 

from. 
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There are examples of leaders behaving accountably and less so in New Zealand 

before electoral system change and in Italy after electoral system change.  Chapter 3 

describes how important the concept of the mandate was in New Zealand.  One of the 

features of accountability was politicians stating clearly and decisively what they were 

going to do when they were elected in a pre-election manifesto.  This was more of a 

tradition that candidates for prime minister kept for a long period of time, than an 

institutional rule required under election law.  Labour Prime Minister James Kirk kept a 

copy of his party‘s manifesto in his pocket and continually checked his ministers‘ 

positions on the issues to make sure they were in line with the promises the party‘s 

made.  National Prime Minister Robert Muldoon‘s actions demonstrated that both 

parties shared this ethic (Mulgan 1995).  Starting in 1984, successive Labour and 

National governments decided to either ignore their party‘s promises, like Labour in 

1984 and National in 1990, or eschewed the tradition altogether as Labour did in 1987.  

Abandoning the tradition of the mandate came down to a political choice made by 

leaders and both parties and ran contrary to the expectations of accountability that the 

public had grown to expect.  As I discuss earlier, political context is a contributing factor 

about why this might happen, but it does not explain fully why elites choose the 

strategies they do.  What kept the Labour party from leveling with the people of New 

Zealand?  Like O‘Donnell, I am not completely sure.  Chapter 3 simply demonstrates 

how jettisoning the mandate was detrimental to support in New Zealand and 

precipitated the electoral system change.   

Italy did not have the same electoral institutions or governing institutions as New 

Zealand, they chose a mixed-member alternative as their new electoral system.  
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However, Italy was looking for more accountability through a number of processes.  The 

goal was to achieve alternation in government, clearly defined, competing pre-election 

policy agendas between those alternatives, and a chance to remove corrupt officials 

from elected office.  The actions of individuals at times aided accountability and at other 

times their actions did not.  For instance, in 1996 the center-left government was 

comprised of multiple parties on the left and the center.  They were led by Romano 

Prodi a very capable, committed politician who stuck doggedly to his coalition‘s 

promises.  Prodi was replaced by Massimo D‘Alema as prime minister through an 

internal coup.  Prodi was vehemently opposed to adding parties that were outside of the 

pre-election coalition to the government, because he felt that the coalition had a 

responsibility to maintain its commitment to what the voters had elected.  D‘Alema 

disagreed, and invited parties from the center-right to join the coalition regardless of the 

electoral mandate (Fabbrini 2000).  Perhaps no one exemplifies the lack of 

accountability than Silvio Berlusconi.  The leader of the center-right government was re-

elected in 2001 based on a promise to Italians including major economic reforms and a 

tough stance on corruption.  Soon after his election, Berlusconi committed his 

government to slowing the ability of prosecutors to pursue corruption-related crimes, 

made it easier for businesses to return assets to the country without penalty, and did 

nothing to deal with his own conflicts of interests due to his vast media empire (Hine 

2002, Della Porta and Vannucci 2007).          

Proportional systems (or systems that increase proportionality, like New Zealand 

after 1996) have an ethic of representation.  Again, this work demonstrates that 

individual action plays a significant role in promoting or ignoring that ethic.  In Italy, prior 
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to their electoral system change in the 1990s, we find examples of both types of 

behavior.  During the 1960s and 1970s political elites sought mechanisms to make 

difficult political situations work.  They used committees to pass legislation at times, and 

came to a historic DC/PCI compromise in the middle of the 1970s.  The 1980s saw an 

explosion of corrupt behavior by a new class of politicians dubbed business politicians.  

These elites used the existing political structures developed by the previous leaders to 

enrich themselves.  This behavior was typified by the leader of the PSI Bettino Craxi 

who developed an intricate network to funnel bribes from political clients to the main 

party coffers (and his own pocket).  Corruption reigned due to the perception among a 

large group of different individuals that payment for public services was the norm, and a 

culture of ―everyone is doing it‖ was pervasive.  No one, until the late 1980s, stood up 

and declared that it was wrong. 

New Zealand, after electoral system change, sought increased representation as 

well.  There were several individuals who engaged in behavior that undermined that 

process.  One person who receives a lot of the blame is the leader of the New Zealand 

First Party, Winston Peters.  Peters was central in two different post-election coalition 

deals that were extremely unpopular with the public.  The first occurred after the initial 

election under MMP in 1996.  Peters leveraged his party‘s position into a powerful 

government post for himself after an acrimonious and secretive negotiation between his 

party and Labour and National.  His actions contributed to the loss in support for the 

new electoral regime.  He repeated this performance in 2005, negotiating a last minute 

deal to become foreign minister after flatly stating before the election that his party 

would have no role in government.  Chapter 5 demonstrates that New Zealanders who 



 

459 

favored parties stating clearly the parties they would form post-election coalitions with 

prior to the election favored a system other than MMP.  The behavior of Winston Peters, 

I believe, was a major contributing factor in the failure of MMP to improve levels of 

support in New Zealand.  Another example of agency and its role in the loss of support 

was the odd practice of party-switching that became a major issue after MMP was 

adopted.  One example of the practice was Alamein Kopu, an Alliance list MP, who left 

the party to form her own independent party.  As the leader of the party (with herself as 

the lone member), Kopu was entitled to higher salary and funds for party organization.  

She was not the only MP to switch parties, but her switch set off a debate about the 

representative nature of the new system (Geddis 2002, 2006).  Chapter 5 details how 

party-switching proved to be a key variable in support for alternative systems among 

New Zealand citizens. 

What is interesting to note is that all of the negative behaviors I describe, save the 

corrupt behavior of business politicians, were within the rules of the game.  For 

instance, Winston Peters was well within his rights as a party leader to demand and 

negotiate the best deal for his party and as an extension, his constituents.  There 

certainly were no rules to keep him from doing so, and the type of coalition behavior 

characterized by negotiation and bargaining between parties should probably have 

been expected.  The coalition process can be a messy one and that fact is certainly 

documented in the literature and was raised prior to the electoral system change.  But, 

Peters was also criticized for the way that he went about the coalition negotiation.  He 

spent a good deal of public money, was accused of drunkenness at a restaurant, fought 

with the media (almost literally), and generally made a spectacle of himself and the 
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process.  Silvio Berlusconi is another example of the impact that sheer force of 

personality can have on a political system.  Berlusconi, his media empire, and his vast 

fortune remained (until very recently) a conundrum for Italian democracy.  Individuals 

like Berlusconi and Peters can have a significant impact, but that does not mean there 

are not institutional controls that can help to organize the behavior of individuals.  There 

a few suggestions I make in this regard in the following subsection of the conclusion. 

Moving Forward:  Thinking about Electoral Systems and Support 

 
 I believe this work provides a few insights into the relationship between electoral 

systems and support.  The primary finding of this work is that there is no clear 

connection between different types of electoral systems and support.  Party system 

behavior varies, under different electoral rules, and that variation is what determines the 

level of support among a population.  This conclusion does not mean that proportional 

or majoritarian electoral system cannot work.  I hold that as long as these systems 

maintain their respective ethic, either representation or accountability, they will be able 

to foster supportive attitudes.  Electoral system changes present another challenge.  

Increasing proportionality or majoritarianism was less than successful in New Zealand 

and Italy.  There are a few lessons from the electoral system changes in both countries 

that can be instructive for policy-makers and scholars moving forward.  There are also 

several suggestions for how to increase the amount of representation in countries 

looking to increased proportionality and accountability in those counties seeking 

increased accountability.  A following subsection concludes with a few suggestions for 

future scholarship in the area of electoral systems and support. 
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How to Increase Accountability and Representation 

 
 The connection between the ethics of electoral systems, good policy, and 

support is something that I highlight in this conclusion.  In New Zealand, a majoritarian 

system, support was at its highest when governments went to the people with a 

manifesto, were elected, and followed through on that promised action.  In Italy, with 

increased majoritarianism, the improvement in accountability came when coalitions of 

parties presented a united front to the voters based on a series of policy promises.  The 

limited time that Italy had success under new electoral rules was when the Olive Tree 

coalition followed through on the promise they made during the election.  In New 

Zealand, accountability was lost when successive Labour and National governments 

either did not publish a manifesto or reversed the promises they made in them.  In Italy, 

accountability was lost when the center-right government led by Berlusconi was not able 

to deliver on pre-election promises to improve the economy and deal with the issue of 

corruption.   

 Representation is the important feature of proportional systems or countries that 

seek to increase proportionality.  In Italy, representation worked when parties fostered 

context-specific relationships with their constituents.  In the North, this meant ancillary 

organizations supporting the political parties and parties developing clienteltic 

relationships with citizens in the South where the organizational traditions were not as 

strong.  Parties were also representative by cooperating within the legislature in order to 

make policy achievements.  Representation was lost in the 1980s as associational ties 

weakened and the clientest ties were replaced with outright corrupt behavior.  In New 

Zealand, there was only a short period of time when parties and governments were 



 

462 

representative.  This was in 1999 when Labour and the Alliance clearly stated before 

the elections that they would work together following the election, formed a government, 

and passed some social welfare policies that more closely resembled pre-electoral 

reform New Zealand.  Generally speaking however, this type of representation was not 

evident.  Parties seemed unwilling to name, prior to the election, which parties they 

would be willing to form a coalition with and even if they did make those intentions 

known, following the election those promises were readily dismissed.  Representation 

was further undermined by the practice of party-switching, where list-elected MP‘s 

changed their party allegiance while remaining in the legislature.   

 The question is what can be done to increase accountability or representation?  

The experiences of New Zealand and Italy offer several answers.  For countries looking 

to add proportionality or majoritarianism there are broader institutional changes that can 

and should be made in addition to changing the electoral system.  Broader institutional 

changes are not always necessary, as countries could also make smaller rule changes 

that would help to increase accountability or representation.  Finally, voters and elected 

officials also bare responsibility for their own actions since rules changes can only go so 

far. 

 One recommendation that I would make is that electoral system should not be 

the only institution to change if a country is looking to improve support among its 

population.  The type of institutional changes that are made should aid and assist the 

ethic of the accompanying electoral system change.  In Italy, there was a change to a 

MMM electoral system, but no other institutional alterations.  For instance, Italians kept 

their bicameral legislature with equal powers in the Senate and Chamber of deputies.  If 
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the goal was to increase accountability and effective policy-making, the maintenance of 

bicameralism is not the most effective way to do so.  A number of institutional changes 

could be made to increase majoritarianism.  One means would be to eliminate, or 

substantially reduce the powers of, one of the chambers of the legislature.  Bicameral 

legislatures are institutional features of systems that seek to improve proportionality 

(Lijphart 1984).  So, while the electoral systems were promoting one ethic 

(accountability), the remaining institutional arrangements promoted another.  Similarly, 

the institutional arrangements New Zealand did not change outside of the electoral 

system.  The one-house legislature remained the sole institution responsible for passing 

legislation.  So, while the electoral system allowed more representation the institutional 

make-up of the legislature promoted consolidated power.  There was discussion of 

adding a Senate to the legislature in New Zealand with the powers of amendment and 

delay.  The key point here is that electoral system changes are only going to provide a 

certain measure of accountability or representation, but how countries are going to 

make decisions and pass policy are going to be affect by other institutions.  My 

recommendation is that countries adopt additional institutional changes that buttress the 

electoral system changes.  Lijphart (1984) offers a package of institutional 

arrangements for proportional and majoritarian governments, some of which I mention, 

that countries should consider if they are looking to add increased representation or 

accountability. 

 Outside of wholesale institutional changes, there are a number of smaller rule 

changes that could help countries increase accountability or representation.  In New 

Zealand, prior to electoral system change, one of the informal features of the system 
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that helped increase accountability was the manifesto.  Also, in Italy the first center-left 

government presented to the public a detailed coalition agreement that stated prior to 

the election what the center-left government would do following the elections.  One 

suggestion I make is to require parties to craft a specific, public policy manifesto and 

present that document to the electorate prior to the election.  One of the important 

aspects of accountability is for parties to state what they would do if they were elected. 

Voters then cast votes based on those policy positions.  By requiring parties to state 

their policy intentions prior to the election, it will at the very least give voters the 

opportunity to judge the parties both before and after the election.  There are a number 

of rule changes that could help increase representation.  One of the problems in New 

Zealand after electoral system change was the formation of coalition governments after 

the election.  The voting public was never really given the opportunity to judge potential 

government before the election because parties were unwilling to name which parties 

they would work with.  I would suggest a rule change that required parties to name prior 

to the election, which parties they would enter into a coalition with after the election. 

 These are the rules that I believe would help increase accountability and 

representation in systems seeking those particular ethics.  In New Zealand and Italy, 

there might have been particular rule changes that would have helped as well.  Party-

switching became a major issue in New Zealand after electoral system change.  I would 

recommend that two rules be in place.  The first is a rule that would require any MP who 

switched parties have to resign their seat.  If that seat was a list seat, then the party that 

sponsored that candidate would then nominate the next person on the list to that seat.  

If it is a SMD seat, then the MP should have to stand for a special election in that 
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district.  To prevent situations like those that occurred in New Zealand in 2001 where 

the Alliance party split without technically any MP leaving the party, I would grant either,  

the government, entire legislature, or select committee to rule on issues related to MP‘s 

leaving their parties.  Another rule that I would not suggest was the use of the secret 

ballot for legislative roll-call votes in Italy.  This does not strike me as a useful tool to 

improve representation.  Open and honest legislative action would be preferable to 

secret votes. 

 There is a final point I would like to offer in terms of suggestions for rule and 

institutions.  I make the above suggestions knowing fully that ultimately people have to 

make the existing rules and institutions work.  There is an old saying in Rhode Island 

politics, ―you can‘t legislate ethics, you either have them or you don‘t.‖  I believe there is 

a serious point in that saying.  All of the rules I suggest only work if you have earnest 

political elites and voters who want to make the rules work, honestly and effectively.  If 

political elites are going to look for every opportunity to circumvent the rules, then 

institutional fixes are more like band-aids.  If voters are going to apathetically sit at 

home and decry the behavior of political elites, rather than be actively engaged in their 

own political system, then rule changes will be cosmetic.  An example of this type of 

behavior is Italy in the late 1970s and ‗80s.  Citizens and political elites became 

entrenched in a culture that became more and more corrupt.  It became routine to break 

petty administrative laws and bribes became commonplace.  It is difficult to see how any 

institutional arrangement could work within this type of environment.  Institutional failure 

is another word for human failure, because it is people that run institutions.  My only 



 

466 

suggestion in terms of agency is that political elites need to do a better job and citizens 

need to see that they do by being active and engaged. 

 
Thoughts for Further Research 

 
 There are two suggestions that I would like to make for further research on the 

topic of the relationship between electoral systems and support.  The first is a point that 

I raise in Chapter 2 about the potential for there to be alternative explanations for why 

proportional systems might have higher levels of support.  One of the potential reasons 

has to do with proportional elections and the ability of smaller parties to win seats.  

Theoretically, citizens might be more satisfied because of just the increased 

representation of parties regardless of whether they have any influence on policy or not.  

If this is the case, then proportionality itself might lead to higher levels of support.  I 

have held in this work that in order for representation to lead to higher levels of support, 

more parties must be involved in decision-making processes, which must lead to widely 

accepted policies.  The alternative hypothesis should be tested.  I would suggest a 

larger-N study that looks at new democracies using proportionality as an independent 

variable and a measure of support as a dependent variable.  If proportionality has an 

significant effect on supportt, after controlling for some kind of policy and process 

variables, then there would be evidence that proportionality has an independent effect 

on support. 

 I would also suggest that the theories that I draw in Chapter 2 be tested in 

alternative cases.  As I have mentioned in this work, I feel that newer democracies 

(other than countries that change their electoral system) present  the best opportunity to 

study this question.  Like the study I offer above, I would suggest a large-N study with 
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survey data from new democracies.  Here, proportionality and support would remain the 

independent and dependent variables respectively.  Instead of using process and policy 

variables for control variables, I would suggest running some sort of two-stage logit 

model.  This type of model would run from proportionality to policy or process then to 

support rather than using policy and process as controls.  This type of study could 

provide confirmation for some of the conclusions that I draw in this study.   

 These two studies could be used in conjunction with this study to form a more 

complete picture of the relationship between electoral systems and support.  Chapter 1 

describes why I think support is an important topic of study.  Electoral systems are an 

institution that can be changed, so understanding the relationship they could potentially 

have with support is of great consequence for scholars.                   
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