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Introduction: STV as an Embedded Institution

Shaun Bowler and Bernard Grofman

The single transferable vote system (STV) is an important electoral system
for both practical and theoretical reasons. In allowing voters to identify u
rank ordering of their preferences and not just to mark an X, STV permits
voters greater choice and makes possible ballot splitiing to express highly
differentiated preferences. In particuiar, it aliows for the possibility of party-
based voting without limiting the voter’s choices to the candidates of a single
party in the way that pure list proportional representation (PR) systems do.
Also, in societies that are divided atong ethnic or religious lines, STV per-
mits voters 1o signal strong preferences for candidates of one group while
still showing some supporl for candidates of other groups. For these and
other reasons, it has long been advocated by many, beginning with John Stu-
art Mili, as a ool for electoral reform. But although we regard STV us a very
important system in its own right, in this volume we are nol merely inter-
ested in the study of STV per se; rather, we use STV, and electoral rules more
generally, as a lens throogh which to understand the effects of instititions as
being mediated by the political and social context in which they are embed-
ded (Farreli 1997).

What makes STV a particularly useful institution to study for the pur-
poses of this volume is that the three countries we have chosen to look at ({re-
land, Australia, and Malta) provide for a kind of “natural experiment” on the
impact of STV in terms of a “most similar systems” design (Grofman 19991
First, essentially the same electoral system (STV) has been employed in all
three societies. Second, all three societies have had sustained historical asso-
ciations with Great Britain and adapted a number of their political deas Trom
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that source. It zﬁ%ght thus appear reasonable to expect that the same electoral
arrangement will have broadly similar consequences in these three settings.
Yet despite the similarities among these countries, ways in which they differ
prove critical to understanding the impact of STV as an embedded institution.
The collection of papers contained here shows that the same electoral system
can, in fact, have quite different effects under different conditions: STV in
Australia is not the same as STV in Ireland, which, in turn, is not the same as
STV in Mailta—or, indeed, in Canada.

At first glance, this statement may seem relatively trivial. Yer it is trivial
neither in its implications nor in the nature of the evidence required for its
substantiation. In thinking about political institutions in general and electoral
systems in particudar, it is often argued that certain basic effects hold across a
wide variety of settings (e.g., Duverger’s law and hypothesis with respect to
the consequences of electoral system types for minimal/maximal levels of
party proliferation). We shall argue the case that even what are thought of as
basic electoral systems effects can, to a significant extenl, be conditional or
contingent on other factors.

But laying oul that argument is far from alf that this volume seeks to ac-
comp%ish_. First, we wish to substantiate in very specific detail the ways in
which a given electoral institution, STV, operates differently in different set-
tings. This collection of papers embodies 4 research design that allows us 1o
demonstrate that the effects of electoral systems vary in meaningful ways. In
choosing the disparate settings of Australia, Ireland, and Malta (and also look-
ing at local elections under STV in Canada), we are able o compare what
would, on its face, appear (o be the same electoral instisution across several
different national settings. The resuiting collection of findings telis us things
that neither single-country studies nor solely analytical treatments of electorul
systems can tell us and allows us to understand institutions, especially elec-
toral institutions, as embedded within a context of actors and organizations
that can shape, and even undermine, our theoretically grounded expectations
about the role of institutions. Because we do focus on particular countries, we
can take advantage of the knowledge to be gained from detailed case studies
by observers with immense country-specific knowledge. This allows us to be-
gin to accomplish our second task: identifying the particular institutional
arrangements and/or other factors that interact with STV to modify or curtail
its expected effects on party systems and on governance. Here, we shal] be
paying particular attention to party nomination procedures, on the one hand,
and whal would appear to be obscure and irrelevant technical details of imple-
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menting STV that differ across the three settings. on the other. Of particular
importance to the latter group are those laws that regulate the ways in which
voters can compiete the ballot in expressing preference orders.

The contribution of this volume, then, is threefold. We contribute w the
understanding of one of the major types of electoral mechanisms, preference
voling, as il operates in real-world sellings. Second, the papers contained
here, when viewed in toto, support the argument that electoral system elfects
are conditional and contingent rather than being categorical and mechanical;
they help begin the task of truly understanding the nature of institutional
cmbeddedness in specific detail. Third, the evidence marshaled to support the
claim for institutional embeddedness, developed from a maost-similar-
systems research design that bridges the more traditional approach of cross-
national statistieat work and case studies, can, we believe, be a useful model
for other research in comparative politics. In the context of this aspect of our
work, we would emphasize that this volume s but one in a series that uses a
most-similar-systems design to study electoral institutions as part ol a general
project that was first organized by Bernard Grofman, with the conlinuing sup-
port of the University of California, Irvine, Center for the Study of Democ-
racy (and with other support from the UCl Focused Research Program on
Public Choice, the UC Center for German and European Studies, and the UC
Center for Pacific Rim Studies). The first component of this project involved
the study of the single nontransferable vote system (SNTV) in Japan. Korea.
and Taiwan (Grofman et al, 1999): the second, on STV, resulied tn this vol-
wne: the third involved the study of list PR in the Nordic countrics and will
result in o conference velume to be coedited by Arend Lijphart and Bemurd
Grofman: the fourth involved the study of electoral systems that mix single-
member district and PR components (such as those in Germany and, more re-
cendly, Jupan, Raly, New Zealand, and Russia) in o conference jointly organ-
ized by Martin Watieaberg, Matthew Shagart, and Stephen Levine that also is
planned 10 result in a conference volume. Taken together, these studies pro-
vide a series of in-depth trealments of electoral system cffects. Although of-
fects between systems are clearly important, this approach allows a look at ef-
fects within systems as well. Because varialion in effects within systens
cannot be explained by reference to the given system itselll this forees us o
look elsewhere for other factors 1o explain that vanation. In doing this, we cun
begin o outline the limils of the effects of electoral systems themselves in
part by showing how institutions are embedded within specific organizational
contexts that bluat or change institutional effects.
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[CV], limited vote [LV], SNTV, and STV) comprise a generally neglected
middle ground of study.

But this does not mean that the argument for studying STV is based on
some novelty value. In fact, novelty for novelty’s sake can be one of the siren
songs of the study of electoral systems, luring students into intriguing excep-
tions and idiosyncrasies in the way elections are conducted al the expense of
asking wider questions. Rather, the study of systems such as STV is important
for our understanding of what electoral systems can and cannot do at a theo-
retical level.

STV is a member of the relatively less well understood family of ordinat
electoral systems. These systems present both voters and parties with u wide
range of strategic options and possibilities--a range that is far wider than that
presented by either the single-member simple-piurality system or list PR, the
two most commonly studied systems. Indeed, it scems 10 be the study of the
contrast between these two systems and the working out, both empirically and
theoretically, of the full consequences of Duverger’s law that has preoccupied
much of the recent interest in the study of electoral systems. Because of this,
it should come as little surprise to find that substantial literatures exist on the
ability of voters to cast tactical or sophisticated ballots under single-member
districts as well as on issues of proportionality and the related issue of Just
how many parties cach system can support,

Ordinal systems, however, allow for a much richer range of behavior than
that produced by categorical systems because they allow voters much greater
freedom in how to complete a ballol. Under ordinal systems, voters might be
asked to list a set of preferences either in rank-order form (as under STV and
AV) or simply make multiple marks for candidates they like (as under CVyor
be given several votes (as under SNTV). The normative case in favor of al-
lowing voters such freedom is set forward most eloquently by Enid Lakeman
(1974). STV allows volers 1o chaose both between and within parties and so
reflects a diversity of opinions within society.

Elections are for the benefit of the electors, not for the political parties or
any other interests, and the electors must see Lo it that they get a system
which seems Lo them adequate for the expression of their views. (Lake-
man 1974, 273)

For Lakeman, as for other scholars (e.g., Farrell 1997), STV offers
large degree of freedom for volers to express their views. Over and above any
normative value, such freedom may also have enormous consequences for
parties, not just in terms of how many parties may be produced by a variety of
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systems bul alse in terms of how they campaign and electioneer and how they
may (or may not) fight internaliy. Not only, then, are answers to such standard
electoral studies questions as “How many parties will be produced under sys-
tem X7 a lot more uncertain under ordinal systems, but also a whole diffcrent
range of questions is raised by these systems.

Systems such as STV produce a much richer range of more ohviously po-
fitical behavior than do other electoral systems more Familiar to students in
this field (Bowler 1996). As such, they provide an important altermative in-
sight into the impact of electoral systems. The stark contrast between single-
member districts and list PR can help to support a very mechanical view of
how electoral systems work in practice. Ordinal sysiems can, as the collection
of papers in this volume shows, support an understanding of electoral systems
thai emphasizes the contingent and conditional, as opposed 1o categorical, na-
ture of the relationship between electoral systems and the politicad behavior of
both voters and parties.

This range of oulcomes can be seen quite clearty with respect to three of
the main examples considered within this volume: The acwal practice of STV
differs markedly across the cases of Aunstralia, Ireland, and Malwa, exhibiting
very disciplined and highly centralized parties at the one end of the contin-
utn while exhibiting a wmuch more fluid and internally riven potitical process
al the other.

This brings us to the sceond broad reason for pursuing a study ol STV as
a system in this way: Doing so helps us to understand the embeddedaess of
institutions. By contrast to the more standard approaches o the study of elec-
loral systemis, which compare across different systems, this volmme adopls te
somewhat different approach of making comparisons within systems. The
point of this exercise s to arrive at an understanding ol clectorat stitutions.
and perhaps institutions more generally, as being embedded within i particu-
lar context.

Recent years have seen g revival of interest in the study of political insti-
tutions in general (see, e.g., North 1990; March and Olsen 19895, One way of
capturing this recent history of political science might be o call it “hringing
institutions back in,” after the emphasis on avowedly noninstitutional cxpla-
nations~such as behavioralist or Marxist ones-—during the 1960s, 19705,
andl on into the 1980s. For students of electoral systems, however, institutions
never feft! Within this one area of political science, it has always been clear
that institutions have the property of shaping the incentives. the expeciations.
and bence the behaviors of politiclans. For students of electoral systerms. then,
institutional effects and the idea that one should pay close atiention (o the for-
mid rules of the game have always been a concern.
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Nonetheless, both in terms of the broader literasture on institutions and
also within the electoral systems literature, emphasis has been placed on a
fairly broad-grained understanding of what institutions are and should be. In-
stitutions are often seen, within these literatures, as irtesistible forces shaping
political outcomes whatever the context. But as in this volume, & comparison
of broadly similar institutions across different settings ¢an be seen to produce
quite different substantive political processes. To the extent that the institu-
tional setting is, m effect, held constant across these different cases, we must
then turn to examine alternative explanations as a means of Lmderstanding the
different electoral outcomes produced in them. Either we must look 1o a finer-
grained institutional analysis—one that takes account of seemingly smat dif-
ferences in rules that may turn out to be guite consequential—or we can look
to see how electoral systems interact with other institutions. Alternatively, we
can anchor our understanding in the historical and cultieral processes in which
the electoral institutions are located {see, e.g., Steinmo, Thelen, and Longs-
treth 1992).

In either event-—-cither by appeal to a more refined analysis of institu-
tional features or through a development of arguments that expose the limits
of focusing only on formal institutions — we can begin to advance a conlextu-
ally informed understanding of institutions. The extent to which we can un-
derstand the contexts in which institutions exist determines how fully we can
understand the institutions themselves; they do not, after all, exist within a
vacuum. This study, therefore, bridges the aggregate, macrostatistical studies
that build on cross-system comparisons and those sindies that rely on very
specific historical or single-case examples and often on highly formal treat-
Men§s.

In both of the research traditions within the study of electoral systems,
electoral institutions are accorded a very prominent, indeed, central role. Im-
plicitly this gives a central causal role to electoral institutions, which car then
be held responsible for setting the constraints with which the actions of 2
given set of actors are determined. Within the literature that employs a cross-
nationat statistical approach, electoral systems are often seen as overwhelm-
ingly important institutions in and of themselves, shaping the behaviors of all
actors within a given country. It is this conception, rooted pretty firmly in an
appreciation of Duverger’s law, that has given electoral engineers hopes of
being able to fix many problems by putting in place an appropriate electoral
system in the newly emerging democracies.

A number of problems, however, face the would-be engineer. No matier
how strongly a given electoral system may shape the politics of a particular
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country, other factors also have an impact, and so electoral systems are un-
likely to be a panacea. Further, each electoral system implies a series of trade-
offs between different objectives that an electoral system might accomplish.
And these trade-ofts are often difficult to figure out, making it hard for one
efectoral institution to embody optimal trade-offs on alf dimensions, even if
one could agree on how to trade off competing desiderata, Under STV, for ex-
ample, the price of giving voters more of a say over individeal candidates
may be the weakening of parties through intraparty factionalism. On the other
hand, the steps that the parties take to counter these pressures may rob votlers
ol the ability to actually choose in meaningful ways between candidates. And
this seemingly small point shows up one of the main virtues of approaching
the study of electoral systems in the way we do here.

ln principle, STV should encourage both intraparty competition and Irac-
tionalization of the party system because of two features of the system. First,
STV sets up multimember districts in which volers rank-order candidates and,
sccond, the threshold of representation is relatively low.

The rank ordering of multiple candidales from the same party scts up
clear incentives for candidates from the same party 0 try 10 do cach other
down In the interests of winning. Candidates can expect 1o receive voies
from fellow party members who are eliminated and this, coupled with the
lower chance of losing everything altogether, means that the internccine
struggle Is not likely to be as fierce as under systems such as SNTV. Bul the
struggle for votes between candidates of the same party can casily be seen ©
promote factionalism and discomntent.? The threshold of representation (TR)
defines the minimum supporl necessary 10 earn a parly a scal, buscd on the
most-lavorable-case scenario in terms of how the other partics divided up
their votes. Its companion measure is the threshold of exclusion (TH). which
adepts a worst-case scenario and defines the maximum support @ party can
gain without winning a single seal. The threshold of representation provides
a necessary condition for parfiamentary representation; the threshold of ex-
clusion provides 4 sufficient condition for it. At some risk of generalizing (oo
broadiy, the point here is that these measures are one means of indicating a
number of features of a political system, including the relative case or difli-
culty with which new parties may enter the system. Compared wilh other
systems, new parties have a relatively easier time forming and prospering
under STV than under several other systems. Moreover, inlraparty factional
wars can readily provide the motivation to form such new parties.

Taking these two arguments concerning intraparty fights and the case of
entey into the system together, we can arive al quite straightforward and
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readily understood predictions to the effect that STV should promote a highly
fractionalized party system. Yet STV does not do this s much as the abstract
studies suggest it might, which is just one of the puzzles that are raised, and
addressed, by this volume. At least part of the answer (o the puzzle of why we
see less fructionalization under STV than we expect to see is that countervail-
ing institutions—in particular, political parties—work to combat the incen-
tives of the electoral framework.

The picture that emerges from the studies in this book is that parties are
much stronger and more resitient Institutions thal the electoral-engineering
approach would have us expect. Because of this, we arrive at a more nuanced
view of institutional effects. Current political science thinking holds that insti-
tutions matier. A priori, however, it is not always clear which institution
should matter to what. and this is especially clearly shown by this comparison
of STV within systems. One of the major virtues of this approach is that it al-
lows & discussion of how institutions are embedded with particular contexts,
and one of the actors to which we point as being especiully important in this
embedding is the political party. We can show, on the basis of this collection
of pupers, that different parties have responded in different wiys o the incen-
tives of the electoral system. This means that we can begin to explain cross-
national patterns of variation and the sizable gap between expectations de-
rived from analytical models and the actual practice of elections in ali these
nations. Specifically, although analytical models of STV predict highly fac-
tionalized parties and party systems, none of the examples show thig pattern.
In fact, disciplined parties comprise a central part of these nations’ political
systems. Such parties are able to exist in part because they consciously adopt
strategies that blunt the tendency to factionalize. This argument has quite
broad-ranging relevance. Anchoring our argument more explicitly in the new
institutional literature witl allow us to draw oul this relevance as well as pro-
vide a clearer distinction between organizations such as parties and the formal
institational framework within which they work.

The broader-ranging difference between our conception of institutions and
that of much previous work is that it allows actors to react against institutional
effects. Much of the work on electoral systems accords with the broader litery-
ture on institutions and painds & picture of political actors who are largety pus-
sive in the sense that they accept the terms and conditions of those institutions
even if the institutions produce outcomes that are somehow unpalatable, Ac-
tors (parties and politicians), in these accounts, scem t act almost as do con-
sumers and firms in models of perfect markets and are price takers unable 1o
influence or affect the setting in which they find themselves. By contrast, real-
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world aclors are likely to try to work around and even manipulate the institu-
tions under which they work. This provides an important dynamic or cvolu-
tionary component to our understanding of institutions. Although institutions
do shape the incentives facing actors and, in doing so, can frustrate those we-
wors” wnbitions, the actors can respond to and ry (o evade those incentives.
One way in which parties may do this is by developing rufes internal o the
party over, for example, nomination procedures that dampen auy tendency o
factionahization. Alternatively, actors may change the fine print of the body of
rules surrounding electoral systems that govern the conduct of clections or
clectioneering. For example, parties may change rules on ballol structure, can-
paign expenditure, or the timing of elections to give themselves advaniage.

Plan of the Book

This book begins with three chaplers that provide an overview ot preferential
systems and how they operate. With this general background established. the
following chapters examine the workings of 8TV with regard 1o country-
specific experiences. We first provide three chapters on freland, which re-
mains the best knrown and the most studied ol the nations that have used STV:
indeed, the Irish experience has often been laken to be fully puradigimatic for
its operation, Yet as the subsequent chaplers indicate. there may be no single,
paradigmatic example that represents this system in practice. Moving [rom
Ireland, then, the chapters consider cxperiences in Australia, Malta, and
Canada. Finally, a bricl conclusion suminarizes the main points of the book.
However, rather than reviewing the chaplers 1o the order in which: they appear
m the volume, we prefer o disctess them In broader theoretical terms, with
focus on three specific features of electoral systems: (1) consequences for the
strength of parties (2), tncentives for strategic behavior on the part of both
voters and parties. and (3) the importance of scemingly nurrow techical dil’
ferences,

Strength of the Parties/Ability of the Parties
to Control the Nomination Process

Celin Hughes’s chapter takes up the case of Australiz where, he potes, we see
a combination of substantial experience with STV in various forms at both the
national and state fevels alongside the presence of persistently strong pastics.
A particular concern of Hughes, also taken up in subsequent chapiers, is that
of the transfer of preferences and party discipline. These topics are addressed.
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tem (the so-called ticket vote in Australia) or by altering how many prefer-
ences voters must express. Thus, for example, although Australian federal
elections insist that voters write down a more or less complete preference or-
dering across all candidates, Irish rules and rules for several of the Australian
states alfow voters to mark far fewer {optional prefereatial voting). In conse-
quence, we see variations in spoiled ballots, invaiid votes, and, most dramatic
of all, in the kinds of preference transfers that occur. As Farrell and McAilis-
ter show, the transfer of preferences across candidates in Aunstralian Senate
elections involves the massive trunsfer of voles between candidates over-
whelmingly within the same party in an electoral equivalent w program trad-
ing on the slock exchange. By contrast, Irish elections and elections within
Australian states such as Tasmania sce a far more untidy transfer of prefer-
ences, with the possibility of leakage of preferences to and from candidates of
other parties. This far less disciplined transfer of preferences thus sets the
context for the kinds of sirategic behavior considered by Laver and Jesse.

Overall, as noted carlier, this volume marks one in a sequence of studies
that stems from a scries of meetings held in Irvine, California, that ook a
broadly similar approach to the study of clectoral institutions, Taken together,
these volumes mark a new approach to the study of electoral institutions. The
intent is to apply a most-similar-systems research design in which the same
electoral system ks examined in different settings. Each volume in the series
of studies makes the same broad point: that significant differences exist within
types of electoral system. Together they allow us to better understand the dif-
ferences across electoral systems, By structuring each volume in such a way
as 1o attempt 10 hold the clectoral system constant, we must Jook o other
causal factors 1o explain differences wmong the cases considered. H s espe-
cially the behavior of political parties, who seek-—and find—ways 10 biunt
institutional incentives, that we find to be the major sources of explanation for
cross-nationat variations and limits to the theoreteally anticipated impact of
electoral institutions.

NOTES

1. See, for example, Davidson and Grofman (1994,

2. Although these may be bad things from the point of view of the parties, we
should note in passing that for advocates of STV such us Lakeman, these are poten-
tially quite good possibilities because they would be produced from the ground up, as
it were, by volers themselves deciding whether there should be organized partics at
(Lakeman 1974, 271).




