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1. Defining electoral system types

2. Majoritarian types

3. Semi-proportional types

4. Proportional types

5. Tomorrow: what do electoral systems affect?

Outline
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Electoral System Types
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• What is an electoral system?

• The translation of votes into seats

• Electoral systems determine how assembly 

members and presidents are elected

• Electoral systems rarely change within countries –

though there are notable exceptions!

Defining Electoral Systems
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• Assembly size (S): the total number of seats in the 

assembly

• District magnitude (M): the number of seats in a 

district

– In US House districts, UK parliamentary 

constituencies, and Canadian ridings, M=1.

– In national PR systems, like Israel, M=S

– In districted PR systems, like Portugal, M varies 

by district

Key Concepts
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• Majoritarian – plurality, two-round plurality, 

alternative vote

• Semi-proportional – single transferable vote (STV), 

cumulative vote, limited vote

• Proportional representation – open party list, closed 

party list. Uses an “allocation formula.”

• Mixed – mixed member proportional (MMP), mixed 

member majoritarian (MMM)

• We will analyze some, but not all, of these types

Main Electoral System Categories (Norris)



Electoral Systems I

7/34

Hale

Source: Norris (1997)
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Electoral Systems Type Matters
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Majoritarian Types
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• “First-past-the-post” is one of the most common 

electoral systems, and it is also quite simple

• Countries are divided into districts, and the 

candidate who wins plurality of the vote in each 

district takes office

• This system often creates manufactured 

majorities, whereby the largest party gets a majority 

of seats despite not receiving a majority of votes

• M=1

Plurality Elections
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Sample Ballot: UK

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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Majoritarian Example: British Columbia

Party % votes % seats % votes % seats

BC Liberals 57.6 97 44.1 58

BC NDP 21.6 3 39.7 40

Green Party 12.4 0 8.1 1

Others 8.4 0 8.1 1

2001 2013
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British Columbia 2001
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Example: Bahamas 2012

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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• Two-round systems

– Majority-runoff: unless a candidate gets over 50% 

of the vote, they face the second-place finisher in a 

second round (e.g. French presidential elections)

– Top-two: the top-two candidates face each other in 

a second round, regardless of their initial vote 

shares (e.g. California assembly races)

• Alternative vote (AV)

– Voters rank the candidates on the ballot in order of 

preferences, then votes are eliminated and 

redistributed (e.g. San Francisco and Oakland 

mayoral elections) (M=1)

Other Majoritarian Types
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Sample Ballot: Berkeley
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Example: Oakland Mayor (2014)
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Example: Minneapolis Mayor (2013)
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Proportional Types
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• Votes are made for party lists. These lists can be 

either closed or open

• Proportional representation can be national (M=S), 

as in Israel

• Often PR is districted, as in Belgium or Portugal

• Electoral formulas are used to allocate seats 

proportionally

– Examples include D’Hondt, Hare quote and 

largest remainders (LR-Hare), Saint-Laguë, and 

the Droop quota

Proportional Representation
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Closed-list

• Categorical vote for one party list only

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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Open-list

• Categorical vote for one candidate only

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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Example: Poland 1991

Source: Shugart, Matthew (2017)
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Example: Tunisia (2011)

Party Ideology % votes % seats

Ennahda Center-right 
(Islamist)

37.4 41.0

CPR Leftist (secular) 8.7 13.4

Aridha Populist 6.7 12.0

Ettakatol Leftist (secular) 7.0 9.2

PDP Center-left 
(secular)

3.9 7.4

Others 36.3 17.0
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CONTRAST: British Columbia - 1996

Party % votes % seats

BC Liberals 41.8 44

BC NDP 39.5 52

Reform 9.3 3

Progressive Democrat 5.7 1

Green Party 2.0 0

Others 1.8 0
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• Some proportional systems have electoral thresholds

• Thresholds are a minimum percentage of votes 

required for a party to earn seats

• These thresholds exist to decrease the number of 

parties in the assembly

• The reason for doing so may be practical or political

Thresholds Under Proportional Representation
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Example: Israel (2013): 2% Threshold

Source: Wikipedia
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Example: Israel (2015): 3.25% Threshold

Source: Wikipedia
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Semi-proportional Types
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• Cumulative vote

– Voters have as many votes as there are seats to be filled 

(# of votes = M)

• Limited vote

– Voters have fewer votes than the number of seats to be 

filled (# of votes < M)

• These systems are both rare

• Single Transferable Vote (STV)

– Like AV, but for districts with more than one seat (M>1)

Semi-proportional systems
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Sample Ballot: Edinburgh, Scotland



Electoral Systems I

32/34

Hale

Example: Ireland (2016)

• http://electionsni.org.s3-website-eu-west-

1.amazonaws.com/results/

• http://clairebyrne.ie/counts/

http://electionsni.org.s3-website-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/results/
http://clairebyrne.ie/counts/
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Next:

Why do electoral system differences 
matter politically?
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Questions?


