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SNTV: An Inventory of Theoretically Derived
Propositions and a Brief Review of the
Evidence from Japan, Korea, Taiwan,

and Alabama

Bernard Grofman

Three issues have been central in the older literature on the effects of
electoral systems: (1) incentives for party proliferation, (2) proportional-
ity of party representation, and (3) consequences for political stability
(see, e.g., Hermens 1951, 1972; and Lakeman and Lambert 1955). A
key debate has been between advocates of PR and advocates of
majoritarian/plurality decision making. The latter argue that, because
proportional representation voting schemes proportionally reflect inter-
ests in society, they (1) give rise to multiparty politics without a single
majority party and (2) guarantee that extremist views are represented in
the assembly; they further argue that the combination of (1) and (2)
imply that in extremis (3) the lives of governments in PR regimes will be
“nasty, brutish, and short.” Sparked in large part by Rae (1967, 1971),
there has been a remarkable resurgence of interest in recent decades in
the effects of electoral laws on political life.! At the same time, there has
been a renaissance in political geography as it applies to electoral issues
(see especially early work such as Gudgin and Taylor 1979, Taylor and
Johnston 1979, and the review in Grofman 1982).2 Completely indepen-
dently, work in social choice theory based on Black’s classic work on
single peakedness (1958), Arrow’s seminal results (1951, 1963), the
Downs-Hotelling spatial model (Downs 1957), Farquharson’s notion of
sophisticated voting (1969), and related ideas has generated a vast body
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of research that can be made directly relevant to the understanding of
the properties of electoral systems (see, e.g., Cox 1987a, 1990, 1991,
1994; Robertson 1976; Katz 1980; and Greenberg and Weber 1985).3

In toto, this recent work has provided a number of important qualifi-
cations to the traditional attack on proportional representation just de-
scribed (see especially Lijphart 1984, Taagepera 1984, and Lijphart et al.
1992),% recognized the wide range of diversity of electoral systems rather
than simply positing a dichotomy between PR on the one hand and
plurality on the other (Grofman 1975; Lijphart and Grofman 1984),
considered electoral systems as only one element in the broader frame-
work of constitutional design (Buchanan and Tullock 1962, Lijphart
1984), and extended the questions addressed to include topics such as
intraparty factionalism (Reed 1990), optimal nomination strategies (Saw-
yer and MacRae 1962; Brams 1975; Glazer, Glazer, and Grofman
1984),5 and incentives for localism/corruption (Myerson 1993a, 1993b).6

'The focus of this essay is on the uses of and consequences of one
particular electoral system, the single non-transferable vote (SNTV).
SNTV permits voters only one vote, although there are m seats to be
filled (m > 1); the m candidates with the highest vote totals are elected.
In an earlier essay in this volume, I looked at theoretical comparisons of
SNTYV with electoral systems such as the single transferable vote (STV)
that have key elements in common with SNTV, Here I offer an inventory
of theoretically derived propositions about the consequences of that
system and provide a brief review of relevant evidence, with a particular
focus on evidence from elections and campaigns in Japan, Korea and
Taiwan and some additional data on the consequences of SNTV elec-
tions in a site seemingly as dissimilar to these countries as one could
find, the state of Alabama.”

After presenting this propositional inventory, in the subsequent sec-
tions of the essay I consider the evidence for this inventory of proposi-
tions in the context of what in the preface I referred to as the “theory of
embedded institutions.”® I also briefly look at data on the effects of
SNTV from a quite different political setting, Alabama—since data
from such a most-different-systems perspective is an important piece of
the puzzle in studying the effects of an electoral system from an embed-
ded institutions perspective?— and look at before and after evidence on
the use of SNTV in terms of “natural experiments.”!0 I also review how
SNTV’s role changed in Taiwan as Taiwan transitioned from authori-
tarianism toward democracy.!! The empirical research I report draws
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heavily, of course, on the essays in this volume and on earlier research,
especially that on Japan.!?

Inventory of Theoretically Derived Propositions
about SNTV

As nations around the world seek to construct (or reconstruct) demo-
cratic institutions, the question of the link between institutional arrange-
ments and democratic performance has attracted special attention. Put-
nam (1993, 3) asks: “If we transplant democratic institutions will they
grow in the new setting as they did in the old?” The concerns in this
essay are not as general, but they are very similar, namely: How can we
identify the effects of SNTV and how do these effects vary with political
and social context? In this section, I consider the first of these questions.

As I reviewed the recent electoral systems literature, I was able to
identify 10 (“stylized”) statements about the general effects of SNTV.13
These are organized in terms of hypotheses about the nature of cam-
paigning and campaign organizations (hypotheses 1, 2, and 3), the pro-
portionality of seats-votes (hypotheses 4 and 5),14 party and factional
proliferation and interparty competition (hypotheses 6, 7, and 8), and
the policy consequences of SNTV and its implications for the nature of
the political process (hypotheses 9 and 10). Most are rooted in theoreti-
cal expectations derived from the idea that electoral institutions struc-
ture the incentives of players in the electoral arena, whether voters,
candidates, or parties. However, I make no pretense to having provided
a formalized derivation of these propositions from a set of simple axioms
and a theory of electoral inventives. Rather, the propositions should be
taken as heuristics for summarizing a large body of literature in a rela-
tively straightforward fashion.

1. SNTV generates very strong intraparty competition within a
given multimember district. Indeed, in many circumstances, a
candidate’s chief rival(s) will be a member (or members) of his
own party.

2. Under SNTYV, the combination of intraparty and interparty com-
petition places an especially great premium on reliable voters
and thus enhances the influence of groups that can “deliver”
blocs of voters,

3. SNTYV gives rise to quasi-permanent electoral bases and bases of
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campaign organization tied to a “segmented” electorate that
allow seats to be “passed down” almost like feudal inheritances.

. SNTV, as a multimember district, semiproportional system, per-

mits manipulation of electoral success in terms both of popula-
tion discrepancies across districts that would favor supporters of
particular parties and the number of seats assigned to a given
district.

. Over the long run, controlling for malapportionment, SNTV

leads to an allocation of seats to votes that is much closer to PR
than the plurality end of the proportionality continuum. How-
ever, this proportionality may be reduced by special mechanisms,
such as seat bonuses, intended to superimpose majoritarian fea-
tures on semiproportional (or proportional) systems.

. SNTYV, as a multimember district, semiproportjonal system, pro-

vides incentives for more than two parties to compete, with the
number of parties closely linked to the average number of seats
per constituency. 5

. SNTYV provides strong incentives for party factionalism because

of the incentives for intraparty competition at the district level
and the localistic and particularistic orientation of candidates.
These incentives are in part a function of m, the number of seats
in a district.

. Parties learn to develop equilibrium strategies based on their

expected levels of vote support. The long-run dynamics of SNTV
competition tends to result in low levels of interparty competi-
tion since parties tend to run candidates only where there is a
reasonable chance to win a seat. SNTV’s quasi-permanent elec-
toral bases tend to yield relatively low interelection volatility and
insulation of seats from national electoral tides.

. Because candidates are competing with members of their own

parties as well as members of opposing parties, SNTV fosters a
strong localistic and personalistic orientation in which members
compete to provide “personal” and “group-based” services to
their individual constituencies and downplay wider policy issues.
SNTYV increases the importance of money in politics because of
theneed to wage both intraparty and interparty campaigns and the
importance of party factions and because of the relative absence
of issue-based politics and the desires of the various long-standing
electoral constituencies to receive rewards for their loyalty. These
features of SNTV enhance the potential for corruption.
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Evidence

In line with the methodological approach to the study of embedded
institutions laid out in the preface, this essay focuses on an institution
that is formally identical (or nearly identical) across different settings —
SNTV, In line with the desire to (initially) examine cases in which it
should be most likely to find SNTV having similar consequences, most
of the evidence I review is from three nations, Japan, Korea, and Tai-
wan, that have relatively similar political traditions and political cultures
(at least compared to Western European democracies), that have each
made use of SNTV for parliamentary elections for some or all of the
post—World War II period, and that have each had a dominant political
party for most or all of this time period.16

As I review the evidence for the 10 hypotheses, I begin each section
with a very brief discussion of the theoretically expected effects of SNTV
and then proceed to consider the evidence from Japan, Korea, and
Taiwan.

The Nature of Campaigning and Campaign
Organizations under SNTV

Hypothesis 1 — SNTV Fosters Intraparty Competition

Because voters under SNTV have only one vote even though there are
multiple candidates to be elected, it would seem inevitable that, absent
both total party control over candidacies and perfect ability to forecast
electoral outcomes, some candidates of each party would, in effect, be
running against each other as well as against the opposition. ‘

There have been many multimember constituencies in Japan where
the distribution of voting strength in conjunction with SNTV’s semi-
proportionality guaranteed that the largest party does not win all the
seats. In these districts, Reed and Boland (this volume) show that the
LDP was likely to run one more candidate than it had previously won
seats. In such a situation, while ostenisbly the nonincumbent is compet-
ing with the candidates of the other parties to gain an additional seat, he
or she is also competing with members of the LDP. If the LDP has won,
say, three seats in the past, and runs four candidates, then if it wins only
three seats again somebody has got to lose and it need not be the “new
guy on the block.”’” Cox and Rosenbluth (1993) find that of the 399
LDP incumbents defeated in the elections from 1960 to 1990, 48 percent
were replaced by another LDP candidate.!®
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In Korea, the intraparty struggle over candidate nomination was not
so serious for the DRP as for the LDP in Japan due to the DRP’
abundance of resources, effective organization, and the strong leader-
ship position of the president (S.-C. Lee, this volume; K.-Y. Lee, this
volume; Mo and Brady, this volume). The DRP often provided alterna-
tive options (e.g., at-large assemblymen appointed by the president and
jobs in the government bureaucracy and public corporations) to those
who failed to obtain party nomination. For instance, in one year there
were 61 incumbents who were not nominated by the ruling DRP, but
none entered the race. The ruling parties never nominated two candi-
dates except in the first SNTV election (the ninth election) in which the
ruling DRP nominated two candidates in only seven of 73 districts.
Despite a sometimes noisy nomination process, the opposition parties
also refrained from nominating more than one candidate per district. In
Korea, therefore, intraparty competition was avoided through a tightly
controlled nomination process by the party leadership.1?

In Taiwan, the Responsibility Zone System created by the Kuomin-
tang is a factor that works to minimize intraparty competition. “In that
zone, the Kuomintang mobilizes strong support for the candidate from
party members and their families, neighbors, and friends. In each
zone . . . it becomes the ‘responsibility’ of all party members to elect
that particular party nominee. A Kuomintang nominee is allowed to
campaign intensively within his or her own zone and only nominally
outside it in the same district” (Liu, this volume). There are three types
of responsibility zones: geographical, functional, and reserve. “Geo-
graphical zones are defined by administrative units [e.g., wards]. . . .
Party units in all important organizations and groups —such as the Veter-
ans’ Association [and] the Railway Worker’s Union, . . . are the units of
assignment in the functional zones. Individuals belonging to these party
units are excluded from the geographical zones. . . . Reserve zones are
a special subset of the functional zones . . . supplemental units [that
may be] . . . assigned to struggling candidates [as late as] . . . several
days before the election” (Liu, this volume).20

Hypothesis 2 —Under SNTV, the Influence of Groups That Can
“Deliver” Blocs of Voters Are Enhanced

The combination of intraparty and interparty competition places an espe-
cially great premium on reliable voters. Because each candidate is striving
for sufficient votes to win, yet the party of that candidate does not want
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any candidate to win so many votes that the election chances of other can-
didates of the party are significantly reduced, reliable voters are at a pre-
mium in fostering the strategic calculations of candidates and parties.2!

In Japan under SNTV, quasi-permanent electoral bases and bases of
campaign organization are tied to a “segmented” electorate (Bouissou,
this volume). The LDP backbenchers who are not blessed with the oppor-
tunity to inherit an established campaign machine from a father or mentor
will seek to build a reliable electoral base by enlisting the support of
family, friends, and elites in the district. Most candidates seek out local
politicians who can claim to “deliver” the votes of their own supportive
constituencies as officers in the personal support organizations (koenkai).
Candidates compete to win the alliance of prominent local business peo-
ple, leaders of agricultural cooperatives, and construction contractors
(Woodall 1996). A typical LDP backbencher has 50 to 80 constituency
organizations, but some senior politicians boast networks incorporating
several hundred. Koenkai sponsor a range of activities catering to the
interests of housewives, young adults, hobby and sports enthusiasts, and
the elderly. The candidate is expected to pay the cost of festive gatherings,
outings to resorts, and a host of other activities involving koenkai mem-
bers. These groups are counted upon to supply a large share of the candi-
date’s “hard vote” at election time (Thayer 1969; Curtis 1971; Ramseyer
and Rosenbluth 1993; McCubbins and Rosenbluth 1994; Bouissou, this
volume; Fukui and Fukai, this volume).

In Korean districts, personal vote-gathering machines developed,
parallel in form to the Japanese koenkai. “These personal organiza-
tions . . . were formed based mainly on personal ties such as alumni,
clan, and other professional and recreational groups. ... The candi-
dates maintained the personal organizations by offering to the members
various favors, including job opportunities, attending ceremonial occa-
sions, and even arranging marriages. In addition, the candidates’ elec-
tion strategies focused on bringing, or promising in most cases, various
financial benefits to their districts” (S.-C. Lee, this volume).22

In Taiwan, as noted above (see Liu, this volume), the zone system
for organizing candidate support relies heavily on groups from whom
support can be expected.??

Hypothesis 3 —SNTV Allows Seats to Be “Passed Down” to a
Chosen Successor Almost Like Feudal Inheritances

Hypothesis 3 builds on hypotheses 1 and 2. If there is a premium on
reliable voters that leads candidates to build up strong personal cam-







