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Notes and Comments
To Adopt or Not to Adopt Proportional Representation: The
Politics of Institutional Choice
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In September 1864, the Association Internationale pour le Progrès des Sciences Sociales met in
Amsterdam to examine the system of proportional representation (PR) which had just been proposed
by Thomas Hare. The meeting signalled a growing interest in systems of PR across the more
democratic nations of the world – some of which had already begun experimenting with it. Sixty
years later, the majority of existing democracies, including Austria, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxemburg, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, had
adopted PR for the election of their national legislatures.
Why did so many countries decide to shift to PR? Why did the shift occur at a given point in time,
not earlier or later? Why did some countries never move to PR? These are the questions that we
address in this Note.
We are interested in exploring the factors that influenced the decision to adopt PR at the turn of
the twentieth century. We argue that two factors of considerable theoretical relevance were
particularly important in facilitating the shift to PR: the spread of democratic ideas and the presence
of a majority (usually two-round) system and, as a consequence, a multi-party system.
Carstairs’s classic history of electoral systems shows that at the turn of the twentieth century there
was a strong demand for PR, which was linked to a more general demand for democratization.1 As
Carstairs notes,
there was a general movement in the direction of more democratic political institutions which took
several different forms … There was a movement for the establishment or strengthening of
parliamentary institutions … Extensions of the franchise for parliamentary elections enabled an
increasingly large proportion of the population to gain representation in parliament … With these
developments it became a matter of increasing concern that the elected members of parliament and
the parties they supported should fairly represent the various interests and opinions of the electorate.2
Carstairs indicates that such a concern played an important role in Belgium, the first country to
adopt PR in 1899, where the ‘support for proportional representation had been greatly strengthened.
The last bastion of opposition was in the house of representatives itself, where many members owe
their seats to the working of the majority system. The coming of PR was a triumph of public opinion
over the repugnance of many members of parliament.’3
During this period of democratization the idea that each individual should have one vote and that
each vote should count the same gained enormous ground. From that perspective democracy and
PR appeared to dovetail perfectly. PR came to be regarded as the fairest system. The challenge is
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to explain why politicians in some countries reacted less favourably to, or were better positioned
to resist, the public demand for PR.
Previous research attempting to explain the choice of electoral system in cross-national
perspective has primarily focused on a rational choice interpretation of the ruling parties’ interests.
Boix, building on Braunias and Rokkan, argues that in certain circumstances the governing parties
may arrive at the conclusion that the existing system, which has benefited them in the past, will hurt
them in the future. More specifically, in the face of the growing support of socialist parties at the
turn of the century, the ruling elite saw it to be in their interest to adopt PR.4 The incentive to adopt
PR was most pronounced when the right was fragmented and the presence of strong socialist parties
posed a threat to their continued rule. The conservative parties were most vulnerable in these
circumstances; the presence of multiple parties on the right risked splitting the conservative vote,
increasing the possibility of a socialist victory. Anticipating a continually growing socialist
following, the conservative parties chose a pre-emptive strategy (PR) that guaranteed them strong
representation in parliament even if they remained divided.
Boix’s account is elegant and appealing. It is not, however, entirely compelling. The theoretical
argument focuses on single-member district plurality systems. Yet, at the turn of the twentieth
century, majority systems were more common than plurality systems. As a matter of fact, only two
countries, Sweden and Denmark, moved from a single-member district plurality system to PR. The
distinction is not innocuous because the effects of majority run-off systems on electoral competition
are quite different from those of plurality rule. As we argue below, resistance to PR was weaker
under majority rule than under a plurality system. The adoption of PR was therefore driven, at least
in part, by reasons different from those advanced by Boix.
Another hypothesis has been proposed by Rokkan, Katzenstein and Rogowski, who all suggest
that PR was more likely to be adopted in small countries.5 According to Katzenstein, concern for
political compromise, which is associated with PR, is greater in small countries, while Rogowski
contends that small trade-dependent countries face stronger pressure for democratic participation.
Our own explanation emphasizes the interplay between the popular appeal of PR and existing
electoral institutions. The subsequent empirical analysis tests our interpretation jointly with
alternative hypotheses.
SPREAD OF DEMOCRACY AND ELECTORAL INSTITUTIONS

In a basic sense PR was adopted in many countries in the period considered here (1865–1938) for
the very simple reason that the ‘idea’ of PR existed, methods of its implementation had been devised,
and it had come to be considered the most ‘democratic’ electoral system. In many countries, the
switch to PR came at the same time as universal manhood suffrage. Not surprisingly, at the same
time as people came to agree with the ‘one man/one vote’ principle, they also came to accept the
view that the number of seats a party gets should be proportional to its votes.
It is instructive, from that perspective, that PR was adopted in many countries without much
opposition. In Finland, PR was proposed by an all-party committee.6 In the Netherlands, the proposal
to switch to PR in 1917 was made by a special committee in which all seven political parties were
equally represented and was accepted with near-unanimity. The decision was part of a larger
package in which public aid to private schools and universal suffrage were at the forefront: all
schools and parties should be treated equally.7 In Germany, an overwhelming majority of the
4
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members of the constituent assembly proposed PR, and the legislation was supported by a large
coalition of socialists, liberals and centrists.8 In Norway, it was ‘without much opposition, or even
debate, that proportional representation was adopted’.9 In Austria, ‘the adoption of proportional
representation aroused little debate or opposition’. In Italy, ‘PR was introduced with little
opposition’,10 and ‘one provision of the 1920 Government of Ireland Act which caused little
discussion and virtually no opposition in southern Ireland was that elections to the parliaments in
both the north and the south should be according to the principles of proportional representation’.11
There was of course a debate, and sometimes a vigorous debate, in a number of countries and
in those countries where there was little opposition some parties were less enthusiastic or more
reluctant than others. Still, the fact that a large consensus in favour of PR emerged in many countries
suggests that PR was perceived at the time to be a ‘good idea’, that it was considered consistent
with the principle that each vote should count the same. In fact, the very presence of a consensus
in what is necessarily a zero-sum game (what a party gains when shifting from one electoral system
to another is by definition at the expense of other parties) suggests very strongly that other factors,
which exerted similar pressures on all parties, were at work.
However, the normative appeal of PR may not have been enough by itself. While PR was clearly
championed in each of the countries in our sample on the above grounds, it is nevertheless the case
that some of the most democratic countries during this period, such as the United Kingdom, the
United States and Canada, never adopted PR at the national level. Other factors must therefore have
influenced the decision to adopt, or not to adopt, PR. Our argument takes account of the fact that
the decision to adopt PR was not taken in a vacuum but depended on the existing institutions dictating
electoral competition. In particular, we maintain that politicians’ reactions and positions were
contingent on whether the choice was between a plurality system and PR or a majority system and
PR.
Several factors combine in making the adoption of PR a more attractive alternative when electoral
competition takes place under majority rule than when it does under plurality. First, the incentives
to vote strategically differ between plurality and majority systems. Cox, for instance, argues
successively that ‘in top-two majority runoff elections with three or more candidates, voters always
face incentives to vote strategically’, but that ‘as a practical matter voters under runoff rules do not
vote strategically very often’, because it requires more complex information, and yet that ‘there are
situations when strategic voting in top-two runoffs seems a plausible bet’.12 In contrast, under
plurality rule strategic voting requires relatively little information, that is, the voter only has to
determine which two parties have the most support. Under the majority run-off, the voter must in
addition form expectations about the identity of the third runner-up, and also about how the voters
of the unsuccessful candidates will split their votes between the front-runners. In today’s world of
extensive polling these may not seem prohibitive requirements but in the period we focus on, late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, it is safe to assume that far more guess-work was required.
Because they do not induce as much strategic voting, majority systems tend to have a higher
number of parties than plurality systems. The lack of strategic voting discourages party
consolidation, as minor parties are able to show their strength on the first ballot, allowing them to
extract policy concessions in favour of second-round endorsements.13 In the sample covered by this
study, the mean effective number of legislative parties in majority systems equals 3.7 as compared
to 2.2 in plurality systems.
As a consequence of the higher number of parties in majority systems, multiparty governments
appear to be the norm; indeed during the period considered in this study, 54 per cent of the
8
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governments in majority systems were multi-party, compared to 29 per cent in plurality systems.14
Although majority systems allow legislative representation for more parties than plurality systems,
it is nevertheless the case that majority systems lead to a high degree of disproportionality.15 The
minor, electorally disadvantaged, coalition parties are therefore likely to favour the adoption of PR
and to make a strong case for it on grounds of fairness. Efforts to adopt PR under majority rule are
also likely to meet with less resistance by the major parties since they already face the necessity
of forming coalitions.
In short, less strategic voting in majority systems leads to greater party fragmentation, which leads
to coalition governments, and the presence of coalition governments increases pressure for the
adoption of PR.
Furthermore, it can be argued that the parties face greater uncertainty under majority than under
plurality rule. Consider first the incentives that the larger parties face under plurality rule. Plurality
rule provides strong incentives for strategic voting and party consolidation, which favours a
two-party system. While third parties occasionally gain some momentum the obstacles to their
success are so high that their presence can generally be considered ephemeral. There is thus an
expectation that the party system will, for all practical purposes, remain a two-party system and little
uncertainty surrounds the chances of the larger parties surviving. Furthermore, from the parties’
perspective it is relatively clear what is required if they want to retain their position. According to
the standard spatial model, party strategies are well defined – whether there are potential entrants
or not.16
As we have argued above, multi-party systems go hand in hand with majority rule, which alters
the incentives facing the parties. No equilibrium exists in the spatial model when three or more
parties compete.17 We can therefore surmise that the political parties face greater uncertainty under
majority than plurality rule. Because of this great uncertainty few parties may be willing to defend
the status quo steadfastly.
There are thus numerous reasons, reinforcing one another, which suggest that parties in majority
systems will be more willing, or less unwilling, to shift to PR than those in plurality systems. Our
argument is not that politicians in majority systems will necessarily prefer PR to majority rule. In
the period we are concerned with, there was a widespread push for the adoption of PR, which on
normative grounds was generally seen as being fairer or more democratic than both plurality and
majority rule. The pressure to adopt PR was not restricted to the countries using majority rule. In
the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia,18 for example, the adoption of PR was actively
debated and in some instances experienced at lower levels of government.19 Our argument is rather
that the governing parties in majority systems had weaker incentives to resist the pressure for
adopting PR, for the reasons discussed above, than governing parties in plurality systems. Generally
14
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speaking, in majority systems the governing parties already faced the need to form coalitions as well
as considerable uncertainty about their future, thus making it more likely that an agreement could
be reached about the adoption of PR.

THE STUDY

We examine the decision whether to adopt a PR system between 1865, the first year after the
proposition of Thomas Hare’s system of PR was debated at an international conference, and 1939,
the beginning of the Second World War.20 The study includes the countries covered by Mackie and
Rose, that is, the industrial countries holding competitive elections.21 Each country is included in
our sample starting with the first election (beginning with 1865) ‘in which the great majority of seats
for the national parliament were contested, and most candidates fought under party labels common
across all constituencies’.22
Our unit of observation is each legislative term in which PR could have been adopted. Since a
switch to PR requires that the previous election was held under some other electoral system, Finland,
Ireland, Luxemburg and Malta, whose very first competitive election was under PR, are excluded.
In addition Portugal, for which data are available for only one of the elections (1915),23 and Iceland,
which had a mixed electoral system throughout the period, are excluded. This leaves us with a total
of eighteen countries and 183 legislative terms.24
We test our model using a logistic regression where the dependent variable equals 1 when PR
is adopted and 0 otherwise. Once a country adopts PR it drops from our sample because we are
interested in the shift to PR rather than the presence of PR. Our choice of estimation method deserves
some justification, as survival analysis may appear to be the most obvious approach to testing our
theory. Unfortunately, the properties of our data do not permit the use of survival analysis.
When a duration model is estimated each subject is ideally observed from the time it is first
exposed to the risk of failure (success) until the point in time failure (success) occurs. Often, the
available data do not provide this information for each subject. Certain shortcomings are, however,
more easily remedied. Right censoring and truncation, when the failure (success) of some subjects
is not observed, can be modelled and thus do not pose major problems for estimation. Left censoring
or truncation is more problematic because the duration since exposure to risk is unobserved. Beck,
Katz and Tucker claim that left censoring does not cause serious problems when all observations
are equally left censored.25 Our data do not meet that criterion because the date of first democratic
election varies considerably in our sample. In such circumstances, duration analysis is of limited
value.26
20
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Another reason that we do not use the duration model is that we have grouped data, that is, time
of failure is not a continuous variable as each observation corresponds to a legislative term. As Beck,
Katz and Tucker point out, such data can be analysed using a logit model including temporal
variables.27 Indeed, this approach is equivalent to duration analysis with discrete time periods.
We therefore opt for a logit model. We estimate robust standard errors and we use a cluster model
in which multiple observations for each country are deemed to be interdependent. Because we are
faced with left censoring and because we expect the probability of PR to depend on time, we include,
alongside the independent variables of interest, the log of the number of years (Log Years) since
the earliest observation enters our sample.
Finally, as King and Zeng have shown, the probability of rare events is underestimated when the
ratio of 0 to 1 in binary dependent variables departs substantially from 0.5.28 In our sample the
adoption of PR is rare (thirteen cases out of 183 cases), and therefore we estimate our model using
King and Zeng’s rare events logit correction method.
The first independent variable, Spread of Democracy, indicates the relative diffusion of
democratic ideas in a region at a given point in time. The hypothesis to be tested is that the push
for PR was stronger in an environment in which democratic norms were more widespread. The
hypothesis is directly related to previous research that has shown that ‘the spread of democratic ideas
promotes democracy consistently over time’.29
Following Li and Reuveny, we define Spread of Democracy as the number of democracies within
a region at a given point in time.30 Following Li and Reuveny, Mansfield and Snyder, and Oneal
and Russett, we measure the level of democracy as the difference between the ten-point democracy
index and the ten-point autocracy index in the Polity IV dataset, and we define a country as
democratic if the difference is equal or greater than 6.31 The variable Spread of Democracy ‘may
be thought as a proxy for information and communication flows of democratic ideas among
countries’.32
The second independent variable, Majority, equals 1 when the previous election had been held
under the majority rule and 0 otherwise. The third independent variable, Socialist Threat, is,
following Boix, operationalized as the interactive term of the strength of socialism (the proportion
of votes obtained by socialist and communist parties in the previous election) and the effective
number of non-socialist parties (as defined by Taagepera and Shugart), based on the fractional share
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TABLE

1

The Choice of Proportional Representation,
1865–1939
Proportional representation

Independent variables
Spread of Democracy
Majority
Socialist Threat
Log Population
Log Years
Constant
N

Coeff.

Robust S.E.

0.53***
1.47*
0.17
⫺ 1.20**
⫺ 5.77***
⫺ 6.11

(0.18)
(1.14)
(1.10)
(0.81)
(2.34)
(3.43)
183

Note: Rare events logit regression, robust estimates.
* Significant at the 0.10 level (one-tailed test). ** Significant at the 0.05 level
(one-tailed test). *** Significant at the 0.01 level (one-tailed test).

of votes for non-socialist parties in the previous election).33 Finally, the model includes the log of
the population (Log Population) at the time of the election.
Table 1 presents the findings. As expected, the probability of adopting PR decreased as time (Log
Years) passed. The two substantive variables at the core of our interpretation, Spread of Democracy
and Majority, have a statistically significant effect on the propensity to move to PR. The findings
are thus consistent with our contention that the shift to PR occurred when and where there was strong
popular pressure to change to a fairer electoral system and the existing majority system made the
governing parties less reluctant to change. It should be pointed out that the results are just barely
significant (at the 0.10 level and with a one-tailed test) in the case of Majority and that they should
be treated cautiously. We take comfort, however, in the fact that the variable does reach some level
of statistical significance despite the small number of cases, the very small variance in the dependent
variable and the strict controls introduced.34
Figure 1 illustrates the substantive joint effect of these two variables on the probability of adopting
PR. It indicates how the likelihood of a shift to PR increases in a given legislative term in majority
and plurality systems depending on the number of democracies in the region, everything else being
equal.35 It can be seen that the probability of adopting PR becomes relatively important only when
there is a majority system and there is strong democratic pressure.
Table 1 also indicates that the adoption of PR was somewhat more likely to occur in smaller
countries. Everything else being equal, the probability of PR was three times as large in a country
of one million persons than in one of ten million.
Finally, we find no empirical support for the hypothesis that PR was adopted in countries where
33
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34
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35
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Fig. 1. The effect of spread of democracy and of the existing electoral system on the probability of adopting
proportional representation

the right-wing parties faced a serious socialist threat. Socialist parties were particularly strong in
countries with a majority system and non-socialist parties were particularly divided in majority
systems (there are more parties in majority than in plurality systems), so that there is a moderately
strong positive correlation ( ⫹ 0.49) between Majority and Socialist Threat.36 Once the greater
propensity to adopt PR in majority systems is controlled for, the presence of a socialist threat does
not significantly improve our ability to predict whether PR is adopted or not.37
CONCLUSION

Our objective has been to explain where and when PR was adopted between 1865 and 1939. We
began by taking account of the generalized pressure for PR at the time. The view that PR was the
only truly ‘democratic’ system that ensured the fair representation of various viewpoints was
widespread. The problems of the Weimar republic, and the coming to power of Hitler, shattered
36
The correlation is not coincidental. As we argue above, majority systems lead to greater party fragmentation
and lower barriers of entry.
37
Boix’s argument is that non-socialist parties adopted PR in order to protect themselves from the socialist
threat. Under such circumstances one would expect the socialist parties to have resisted the adoption of PR. Yet,
there were countries, such as Germany, where it was the socialist parties that introduced PR, and many others,
like the Netherlands and Norway, where the decision to adopt PR was made more or less consensually, with the
approval of almost every party (Carstairs, A Short History of Electoral Systems in Western Europe). Such a pattern
is more consistent with our interpretation, according to which there was a general push for PR at the turn of the
century, linked to the growing appeal of democratic principles, a push that faced little resistance in majority systems
which had already experimented with multi-party systems and coalition governments.
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that consensus. But the point remains that until the late 1930s there was a strong push for the principle
of PR.
The second piece of the puzzle is to shift the attention to institutional factors previously ignored
in the literature. PR was adopted mostly in countries that had a majority system. These majority
systems had produced multi-party systems and coalition governments, as well as great uncertainty
as to the optimal strategies for winning elections. As a consequence, governing parties in these
countries offered little resistance to the widespread push for PR that was taking place at the time.
Our results contradict the previous research on the subject by Boix that has posited that the rise
of socialist parties and the fragmentation of the right influenced the adoption of PR.38 As explained
above we find the theoretical underpinnings of Boix’s approach lacking. Using a more detailed
dataset we find no support for the socialist threat thesis once we account for the spread of democracy
and existing electoral institutions.
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