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1. The Canadian Party System

2. The electoral reform process

3. Three Cases

- Canada

- UK

- New Zealand

Outline
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Canadian Party System
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Canada: a Matter of Perspective
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Canada: Federal Like Us
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Most Canadian GIF Ever?
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• Why does Johnston (2014) say Canada is polarizing?

• Traditionally one of the least polarized countries in the 

world.

– Dominated by a centrist party, the Liberals

• The Conservatives and the NDP have grown and the 

Liberals have shrunk

• Has the electorate’s ideology changed? No – but 

more are voting for the left or right rather than the 

center

Johnston: Canada Is Polarizing
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• Liberals: 54% of seats (184)

• Conservatives: 29% of seats (99)

• New Democratic Party: 13% of seats (44)

• Bloc Quebecois: 3% of seats (10)

• Green Party: 0.3% of seats (1)

• TOTAL SEATS: 338

• Johnston (2014) does an excellent job 

describing trends in Canadian politics, but the 

future is hard to predict!

Or Maybe Not: 2015 Election
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Electoral Reform
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Ranking by Political Scientists

Source: Bowler et al. (2006)
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1. Pressure 

2. Recognition

3. Initiation and consultation

4. Decision-making

Phases of Electoral Reform
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• Public demand arises, often due to “systemic failure”

• Failures could be a “reverse winner” or a “super-

lopsided majority” in a plurality system

• Public pressure causes political elites to place 

electoral reform on the agenda

Stage 1: Pressure
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• The party/parties in power weigh the pros and cons of 

electoral reform

• The executive then either supports or blocks reform

• What affects support or blockage? 

– Outcome-contingent factors

– Act-contingent factors

Stage 2: Recognition
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• An independent committee is established to review 

the existing system and recommend changes

• Raises the public profile of electoral reform

• Usually reports back to the executive with its 

recommendations

Stage 3: Initiation and Consultation
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• The final choice must be somehow made about 

whether to undergo electoral reform

• This could come from an assembly vote, a public 

referendum, or by executive order

• Obstacles will likely be erected by those in power who 

benefit from the current system

Stage 4: Decision-Making



Country Cases: Canada and UK

16/46

Hale

Two Case Studies: BC and UK

Source: Flinders (2010)
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Electoral Reform Case: 

British Columbia
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Vancouver, British Columbia
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The Motivation for Reform

Party % votes % seats % votes % seats

BC Liberals 41.8 44 57.6 97

BC NDP 39.5 52 21.6 3

Green Party 2.0 0 12.4 0

Others 16.8 4 8.4 0

1997 2001
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A Tale of Two Referenda

Electoral System 2005 Vote % 2009 Vote %

STV (reform) 57.7 39.1

FPTP (no reform) 42.3 60.9
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• Why did electoral reform fail in 2005 despite earning 

majority support?

• Parliament required 60% popular support and 60% 

district support

• What was the justification? There was none!

• Why was this imposed despite the PM’s support for 

reform?

– Simply put, many members of the BC Liberal party 

opposed reform because they thought they would 

do worse under STV

Why Did BC Electoral Reform Fail?
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• Liberals: 49% of seats (43)

• New Democratic Party: 47% of seats (41)

• Green Party: 3% of seats (3)

• TOTAL SEATS: 87

• Electoral reform was a major demand of the 

Green Party for supporting the NDP

• The NDP platform supported electoral reform –

but not the liberals. Why?

A Third Shot? British Columbia 2017 
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Party % votes % seats % votes % seats

BC Liberals 58 97 40 54

NDP 22 3 42 42

Green Party 12 0 9 0

2001 2005

Party % votes % seats % votes % seats

BC Liberals 46 58 44 58

NDP 42 41 40 40

Green Party 8 0 8 1

2009 2013
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• There will be a third referendum on electoral 

reform this fall

• Q1: Should BC keep FPTP or switch to PR?

• Q2: If PR, what kind?

– MMP

– Dual-member PR 
• M=2 districts. One seat FPTP, one compensatory 

province-wide

– Rural-urban PR 
• MMP in rural areas, STV in urban ones

BC Electoral Reform Referendum in 2018
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Electoral Reform Case: The 

United Kingdom
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Electoral Systems in the UK

• We think of the UK as a strongly majoritarian 

country, but lots of jurisdictions do not use FPTP!

Source: Flinders (2010)

• From 2000-2017, the UK has used six different 

electoral systems at various levels
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Outcome-Contingent Support

Image source: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/investing/11169725/1966-2010-How-stock-markets-perform-

before-general-elections.html

• These are the UK prime ministers from 1966-2010

– Red: Labour

– Blue: Conservatives

• Why did Labour become pro-reform in the early 90’s?

• Why did reform never take place between 1997-2010 

when Labour controlled the government?
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The New Labour Landslides

Party votes seats votes seats

Labour 43.2% 63.4% 40.7% 62.5%

Conservatives 30.7% 25.0% 31.7% 25.2%

Liberal
Democrats

16.8% 7.0% 18.3% 7.9%

Others 11.5% 4.6% 9.3% 4.4%

1997 2001
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Electoral Reform Case: New 

Zealand
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Source: Shugart (2017)
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The Systemic Failures

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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1992 Referendum: Non-Binding

Vote %

Keep FPTP 15.3

Change 
System

84.72

Q1

Vote %

Alternative Vote (AV) 6.6

Mixed Member 
Proportional (MMP)

70.5

Mixed Member 
Majoritarian (MMM)

5.6

Single Transferable
Vote (STV)

17.4

Q2



Country Cases: Canada and UK

33/46

Hale

1993 Referendum: Binding

Vote %

First Past the Post 
(FPTP)

46.1

Mixed Member 
Proportional 
(MMP)

53.9
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Source: Shugart (2017)

MMP

ballot
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Source: Shugart (2017)
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Source: Shugart (2017)
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Source: Shugart (2017)
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Comparing the Cases
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Source: Flinders (2010)
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Canadian & UK Systems in 

the News
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• Liberals: 54% of seats (184)

• Conservatives: 29% of seats (99)

• New Democratic Party: 13% of seats (44)

• Bloc Quebecois: 3% of seats (10)

• Green Party: 0.3% of seats (1)

• TOTAL SEATS: 338

• Electoral reform was a major plank of the 2015 

Liberal platform

Electoral Reform In the News: Canada
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• http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2016/12/01/maryam-

monsef-math-equation-electoral-

reform_n_13358776.html

Electoral Reform In the News: Canada

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2016/12/01/maryam-monsef-math-equation-electoral-reform_n_13358776.html


Country Cases: Canada and UK

43/46

Hale

Why Might They Have Faltered?

Party % votes % seats % votes % seats

Liberals 18.9 11.0 39.5 54

Conservatives 37.7 53.9 31.9 29

NDP 30.6 33.4 19.7 13

BQ 6.0 1.3 4.7 3

Green Party 3.9 0.3 3.4 0.3

2011 2015
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• While Canada’s 2015 election may have been de-

polarizing, the UK’s 2017 election reflects a 

polarized electorate

• Polarization by age, education, and EU attitudes

• There appears to be momentum towards a two-party 

system

The 2017 UK Election
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The 2017 UK Election

Source: www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/08/world/europe/british-general-election-results-analysis.html?_r=1


