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1. Introduction 

Arjan H. Schakel and Régis Dandoy  

 

1.1. Introduction 

 

Over the last 40 years the institutional landscape in Western Europe has changed considerably. 

One of the most notable transformations of the state concern processes of decentralization, 

federalization and regionalization. This development is well documented by the regional 

authority index developed by Hooghe, Marks, and Schakel (2010). For the 13 Western 

European countries which are subject of research in this book, they observe that each of them 

underwent regional reform except for the Swiss cantons and the Faroe islands. Not only the 

authority exercised by regional governments has increased but the biggest driver of this growth 

of regional authority has been the proliferation of elected institutions at the regional level 

(Marks et al., 2010).  

Indeed, regional elections have been introduced in various countries at various times in Western 

Europe. In the post Second World War period regional elections have been held since 1945 for 

Austrian and German Länder, the Faroe islands in Denmark, regioni a statuto speciale in Italy, 

Dutch provincies, Swedish län, Swiss cantons and Northern Ireland in the United Kingdom. 

Direct elections have been introduced in the 1970s in the Deutsche Gemeinschaft in Belgium, 

Danish amter and Greenland, regioni a statuto ordinaro in Italy, and Norwegian fylker. During 

the 1980s, French régions and Spanish autónomas comunidades followed and in the 1990s 

elections have been introduced for gemeenschappen and gewesten in Belgium, Greek nomoi, 

and London, Scotland and Wales in the United Kingdom. Clearly, regional elections are on the 

rise. We have now more regional elections in Western Europe than ever before and the 

importance of these elections has significantly increased as well.  
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The decentralization processes and introduction of regional elections has not gone unnoticed 

by political scientists. Most scholars analyzing regional voting behavior are interested in the 

difference between the national and regional vote. The starting point of these studies is often 

the same, namely, the second-order election model (Henderson and McEwen, 2010; Jeffery and 

Hough, 2001, 2003, 2006, 2009; Tronconi and Roux, 2009). The basic tenet of the second-order 

election model is that regional elections are subordinate to first-order national elections (Reif 

and Schmitt, 1980). As a result, voters tend to turnout less and those voters who bother to cast 

a vote have a tendency to support opposition, small, or new parties to the detriment of parties 

in national government. 

The rank order of elections has been recently contested by quantitative, aggregate studies. 

Henderson and McEwen (2010) and Schakel and Dandoy (2012) find that regional turnout is 

just a bit lower than turnout for national elections for many regions and in some regions, such 

as some of the Swiss cantons and small (islands) regions such as Åland, Faroe islands, 

Greenland and Valle d’Aosta, regional turnout surpasses turnout for national elections. In 

addition, a study on more than 2900 regional elections (Schakel and Jeffery, 2013) shows that 

the extent to which government parties lose vote share in regional elections varies highly across 

regions and depends on the amount of authority exercised by the regional government and the 

extent to which non-statewide parties (NSWP) participate. 

This book aims to study regional elections whilst avoiding what has been termed by Jeffery and 

Wincott (2010) as ‘methodological nationalism’, that is, the tendency of political scientists to 

take the national level as the unit of analysis. This tendency to choose the nation-state as a unit 

of analysis has been widespread across election research, and has often been an unreflected and 

uncritical, or ‘naturalized’ choice. As a result, most research on elections and election surveys 

are about ‘national’ elections and more in particular about lower chamber and presidential 

elections. A consequence of methodological nationalism is that phenomena not manifest or 
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significant at the regional scale of analysis remain ‘hidden from view’ or, as Michael Keating 

puts it more directly (1998, p.ix): ‘territorial effects have been a constant presence in European 

politics, but (…) too often social scientists have simply not looked for them, or defined them 

out of existence where they conflicted with successive modernization paradigms’. This is not 

to say that the nation-state is becoming redundant or rendered insignificant as regional-scale 

politics becomes more important. The national scale remains the primary focus of most citizens, 

political parties and interest groups in most areas of political contestation in most advanced 

democracies. What this collection of country studies aims to achieve is to study regional 

elections ‘on their own terms’ instead of taking the ‘prism’ of national level politics as natural 

starting point (Jeffery and Schakel, 2012).  

This book presents 13 country studies which analyze regional election results in depth. The 

countries are: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. These countries are all long-

standing democracies with a history of more than five decades of holding free and fair national 

elections (except for Spain). The country selection is useful to study because they vary 

considerably in their experience with regional elections: some have held regional elections for 

more than 50 years (Austria, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland) while 

other introduced elections in the 1970s (Denmark, Norway), 1980s (France and Spain) and 

1990s (Belgium, Greece, and the United Kingdom). In addition, some countries introduced 

regional elections at various times for different territories: Belgium introduced elections for the 

Deutsche Gemeinschaft in 1974, for the Brussels Hoofdstedelijk Gewest in 1989, and for the 

Vlaamse Gemeenschap and the Région Wallonne in 1995; in Germany, elections for the East 

German Länder were reinstated in 1990; and in Italy and Spain elections for regioni a statuto 

ordinare, respectively non-historic comunidades auónomas were introduced at later dates than 

for regioni a statuto speciale and the historic comunidades auónomas. 
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Regional elections are held to elect representatives for the regional government and therefore 

we need to define regional government. A regional government is the government of a coherent 

territorial entity situated between the local and national levels with a capacity of authoritative 

decision-making (Hooghe et al., 2010). More in practical terms, Hooghe et al. (2010) include 

levels of government with an average population greater than 150,000. For the purpose of the 

book we include regional governments which hold direct elections and exclude regional 

governments with indirect elections or which do not hold elections. This decision leaves the 

vexed issue of multiple regional tiers which hold direct elections in a country. We have decided 

to focus on the highest regional tier which in all cases is also the more authoritative regional 

government. The following sub-national elections are excluded: provincial elections in 

Belgium, Italy and Spain, departmental (cantonal) elections in France, Kreise elections in 

Germany, and county elections in the United Kingdom. The list of regional elections analyzed 

in this book is presented in table 1.1. 

 

[Table 1.1 about here] 

 

The authors apply a common framework which distinguishes between five dependent 

variables. Each country chapter will discuss congruence between the regional and national vote, 

turnout, change in vote shares between regional and national elections, government congruence, 

and electoral strength for non-statewide parties. These dependent variables are selected because 

they are thought to reflect the most important elements of regional voting behavior (see below). 

In addition, each of the contributions will discuss a common set of hypotheses in order to be 

able to derive the most important factors which lead to divergent regional election results.  

Next to a deductive part the country chapters will also employ an inductive research strategy. 

The contributors of the country studies were asked to assess in how far they can identify factors 
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which may impact on regional voting behavior in addition to the set of variables identified in 

the common framework. In other words, a ‘top-down’ approach is combined with a ‘bottom-

up’ line of research. In the conclusion of the book we will make an overall assessment of the 

various proposed independent variables. We hope that the combination of deductive and 

inductive elements in the research framework does justice to the appeal of methodological 

nationalism to study regional elections on their own terms and, at the same time, also 

acknowledges the valuable work done by scholars who incorporated ‘nationalist’ assumptions 

in their work.  

In the remainder of this introduction we proceed in two steps. First, we confront the use of the 

second-order election model as the dominant framework in regional election research by 

pointing out conceptual and empirical challenges. Next, we present the analytical framework 

of the book which consists of two parts. The first part focuses on the factors that may impact 

on regional election behavior and identifies regional institutions and territorial cleavages as two 

broad categories of independent variables. The second part focuses on the dependent variable 

side and introduces congruence of the vote as the main aspect of regional electoral behavior. In 

order to gain insight into the causes of dissimilarity in the vote, this framework also includes 

turnout, vote share changes, government congruence and vote shares for non-statewide parties 

as secondary dependent variables. We conclude the introduction by briefly introducing the 

country studies and we save the summary and implications of the country chapters for the 

conclusion of the book.  

 

1.2. Conceptual and empirical challenges for the second-order election model 

 

Perhaps the most often used framework to study regional elections is the second-order election 

model. The core claim of second-order election model is that there is a hierarchy in perceived 
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importance of different types of elections. National elections are of a first-order nature and all 

other elections, such as European, subnational, second chamber and by-elections are 

subordinate to first-order elections. Because there is ‘less at stake’ in second-order elections, 

voters are prompted to use their vote to vent their spleen about national level politics (Reif and 

Schmitt, 1980). The second-order model echoes earlier work on US Congressional mid-term 

elections (Miller and Mackie, 1973; Tufte, 1975) and US scholars have labeled these elections 

as ‘barometer’ elections (Anderson and Ward, 1996) or mid-term ‘referendums’ (Simon et al., 

1991; Simon, 1989; Carsey and Wright, 1998). 

The core assumption underlying second-order election model is that there is ´less at stake´ in 

regional elections and this leads to three predictions with regard to regional election results: 

1. Turnout in regional elections is lower than for national elections. 

2. Government parties lose votes.  

3. Small, new and opposition parties gain votes. 

Because there is generally less at stake in regional than in national elections voters are inclined 

not to cast a vote in regional elections. The voters who do turn out use regional elections to 

send a signal to the party in statewide office by voting for the party in opposition or to vote for 

new and/or small parties. We argue that the second-order election model may be challenged on 

a conceptual as well as on an empirical basis.  

If one traces the intellectual roots of the second-order election model one will stumble upon a 

developed US scholarship on mid-term Congressional elections (Schakel and Jeffery, 2012). 

The term second-order election was introduced by Reif and Schmitt (1980) to explain patterns 

observed in the first European Parliament (EP) election. They were inspired by the work of 

Dinkel (1977) on German Länder elections who was in turn influenced by the US literature on 

mid-term elections (Reif, 1997). Elections for the US Congress are held every second year and 

they coincide with US presidential elections once every four years. Hence, a mid-term election 
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occurs when an election for the Congress is held at mid-term between two presidential elections. 

The idea is that every election, i.e. including state and local elections, are subordinate to the 

first-order, presidential election and are used by voters to send a signal to the presidential party. 

It appears that mid-term Congressional elections produce a systematic loss for the party of the 

president and only two out of a total of 28 mid-term elections between 1900 and 1980 did not 

produce a loss (Niemi and Fett, 1986). The US literature takes the mid-term loss as a given and 

tries to explain the magnitude of this loss (for instance Erikson, 1988; Soberg Shugart, 1995).  

Mid-term elections have produced a large scholarship, but, unfortunately, this literature is not 

very useful for analyzing regional elections in Europe due to US ‘exceptionalism’ in regard to 

its electoral institutions. Mid-term elections are particularly rare for regional elections in 

European countries. National and regional elections often have independent electoral cycles 

and regional elections can be placed anywhere in the national electoral cycle. In the US, 

horizontal and vertical simultaneity is widespread, that is, several subnational and national 

elections are held at the same date whereas the picture is far more varied and complex in Europe. 

In addition, the terms for office in the US are fixed whereas early (or late) elections are common 

in Europe. Finally, the US has a clear two-party structure with regular government alternation 

which enables voters to use state and mid-term elections to send a signal to the president in 

office by voting for the opposition party. In Europe, multiparty coalitions are the norm and 

government alternation is not regular for all parties. In addition, there is a relatively high 

turnover of parties in the party systems of many European countries compared to the US party 

system. Together these factors  hamper a voter’s ability to use their regional vote to send a 

signal to the national electoral arena. Second-order election scholars adhere to the the same 

assumption as the scholars across the ocean and presume that electoral behavior in second-order 

elections is shaped by political factors in the first-order arena and that voters use second-order 

elections to express satisfaction or disappointment towards national politics. In other words, 
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regional election results can be largely explained by observing which parties are in government 

or in opposition at the statewide level. Reif and Schmitt (1980, p.8) stated that second-order 

elections may be found beyond the remit of EP-elections and that local, second chamber, by-

elections, and regional elections may be second-order as well. This has lead several authors to 

apply second-order election theory to regional elections (Pallares and Keating, 2003; Dupoirier, 

2004; Floridia, 2010). In particular Jeffery and Hough have advanced regional election studies, 

they started with German Land elections (2001, 2003) and included in two subsequent studies 

Austria, Belgium and Italy (2006) and Canada, Spain and the United Kingdom (2009). As soon 

as they went beyond the German case, Jeffery and Hough recognized that the ‘analytical lens 

for exploring regional elections, that of “second-orderness” is found wanting’ (2003, p.211). 

This led them to analyze regional power and depth of territorial cleavages next to the placement 

of the regional election in the national election cycle as variables to explain government party 

losses. Nevertheless, they remained ‘captured’ within the second-order election framework by 

hypothesizing that ‘the more significant decision-making powers there are at stake in sub-state 

elections, the less second-order voting behavior will be’ and that ‘if sub-state elections are held 

in areas with distinctive territorial identities, voters are more likely to disconnect themselves 

from the first-order, statewide arena’ (Jeffery and Hough, 2009, p.224).  

More recently, Charlie Jeffery realized that we need to go ‘beyond the nation-state’ (Jeffery, 

2011, p.137) in order to understand political processes at the regional level. Jeffery posits that 

regional election research, including his own work, has been subject to ‘methodological 

nationalism’, that is, ‘a set of assumptions that establish the nation-state as a natural unit of 

analysis’ (Jeffery, 2011, p.137). Reporting on contributions to an edited collection on regional 

elections in Austria, Belgium, Canada, Germany, Italy, Spain and the UK, Jeffery and Hough 

(2006, p.252) conclude: ‘The general finding, then, is that most sub-state elections do indeed 

appear to be second-order, subordinate to voters’ considerations of state-level politics’. 
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However, in later work Jeffery acknowledged that ‘there may be a sense of self-fulfilling 

prophesy at play here. Research findings may be path-dependent on research questions. If other 

starting points are taken which treat regional elections on their own terms, rather than as 

functions of national elections, a different or at least more nuanced picture might emerge’ 

(Schakel and Jeffery, 2012, p.4).  

The second-order election model can be empirically challenged as well. Regional election 

studies confirmed several predictions of second-order election theory. Regional turnout is lower 

than for national elections (Pallares and Keating, 2003; Schakel and Dandoy, 2012), 

government parties tend to lose vote share whereas opposition, new and small parties gain in 

regional elections (Jeffery and Hough, 2003; Pallares and Keating, 2003), and the extent to 

which government parties lose and opposition parties win vote share varies according to the 

placement of the regional election in the national electoral calendar (Jeffery and Hough, 2003). 

However, the same set of studies also concludes that the degree to which regional elections may 

be considered second-order varies substantively. Even if regional elections are frequently 

second-order, it is not in a uniform way across countries. Canadian elections are considered to 

be clearly non second-order (Jeffery and Hough, 2009, p.231) and France displays a larger 

incongruence between national and regional elections than Austria or Germany (Dupoirier, 

2004, p.585). Jeffery and Hough (2003) found only partial confirmation that regional elections 

are second-order in the case of Germany and Spain. In addition, the authors observe a reduced 

tendency to follow the national electoral cycle and a growing dissimilarity of regional and 

national election results. Similarly, Tronconi and Roux (2009) conclude in the case of the Italian 

regions that the degree to which regional elections may be considered to be second-order 

depends on the decade of observation. In addition, Pallares and Keating (2003) observed that 

Spanish governing parties generally lose regional elections, but national opposition parties do 

not consistently win. For French regions, Dupoirier (2004, p.590) concludes that only some of 
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the regions can be considered clearly second-order or nationalized. Finally, in our own 

comparative work we conclude that the second-order election predictions are not born out for 

a majority of regions. Turnout in the regions of Switzerland, Denmark (Faroe Islands and 

Greenland), and Italy (special statute regions) is higher for regional than for national elections 

and those regions which hold elections at their date of choosing report higher turnout rates than 

those regions which hold their elections at the same date (Schakel and Dandoy, 2012). With 

respect to government party losses Schakel and Jeffery (2012) conclude that only 18 per cent 

out of a total of 2,933 regional elections clearly follow second-order predictions. 

In conclusion, the second-order election model has limited explanatory power with regard to 

regional election results and the model can be questioned on a conceptual level as well. Our 

aim in this book is to adopt a framework of analysis which allows to study regional elections 

‘on their own terms’ and which, at the same time, also acknowledges that the second-order 

election model might have some merit.  

Regional election research shows that the ‘stakes-based’ assumption in the second-order 

election model provides an important element in the explanation of regional election results. 

Regional-scale factors and processes will play a larger role when the regional electoral arena 

becomes more relevant. Following Jeffery and Hough (2009) we may expect that institutional 

factors, most importantly regional authority, and territorial cleavages may increase the stakes 

of a regional election. Each set of factors is discussed below. 

 

1.3. What is at stake: institutions 

 

The authority exercised by regional government is often considered as a key institutional 

variable capable of influencing regional electorates and regional party strategies (Hough and 

Jeffery, 2006; Pallarés and Keating, 2003; Swenden, 2006). Thorlakson (2007) argues that 
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decentralization gives both parties and voters incentive and opportunity to mobilize and respond 

to locally defined issues which may lead to the development of ‘unique’ party systems at the 

regional level. With decentralization the regional level becomes more relevant to the voter. 

Voters may understand that the regional level has independent policy-making capacity and may 

vote according to their evaluation of the performance of regional government. This creates in 

turn an incentive for parties in the regional arena to deviate their policies from the statewide 

party when adhering to the statewide party policies involves electoral risks in the regional arena 

(Hough and Jeffery, 2006; Maddens and Libbrecht, 2009). Decentralization also creates 

multiple regional arenas of competition which leads to the potential for issues to be mobilized 

differently across the regions resulting in variation in dimensions of conflict and variation in 

voter and party alignments (Thorlakson, 2009). A shift of authority in fiscal matters and policy 

making from the national to the regional level intensifies these processes.  

The relevance of the regional political arena for regional electorates and regional parties can be 

assessed according to various indicators. Most importantly we analyze the effects of 

decentralization of government authority but we also identify several characteristics of regional 

election systems which may impact on the regional vote. These are the timing of regional 

elections (simultaneity of elections), electoral rules (proportional versus majoritarian systems), 

and electoral thresholds. 

 

Decentralization of government authority 

The most detailed political decentralization measurement is the regional authority index (RAI) 

developed by Hooghe, Marks and Schakel (2010). This measurement distinguishes between 

self rule –authority exercised by a regional government over those who live in the region – and 

shared rule –authority exercised by a regional government or its representatives in the country 
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as a whole. Self rule and shared rule are operationalized according to the following eight 

dimensions.  

Self rule is the sum of the following four dimensions: 

• Institutional depth: the extent to which a regional government is autonomous rather than 

deconcentrated (0-3); 

• Policy scope: the range of policies for which a regional government is responsible (0-4); 

• Fiscal autonomy: the extent to which a regional government can independently tax its 

population (0-4); 

• Representation: the extent to which a region is endowed with an independent legislature 

and executive (0-4). 

Shared rule is the sum of the following four dimensions: 

• Law making: the extent to which regional representatives co-determine national 

legislation (0-2); 

• Executive control: the extent to which a regional government co-determines national 

policy in intergovernmental meetings (0-2); 

• Fiscal control: the extent to which regional representatives co-determine the distribution 

of national tax revenues (0-2); 

• Constitutional reform: the extent to which regional representatives co-determine 

constitutional change (0-3). 

Regional authority varies across countries, within countries between regions, and over time and 

the RAI captures this variety by providing scores per region on a yearly basis. Table 1.1 presents 

the countries, regional tiers, the election period, and regional authority index scores.  

 

[Table 1.1 about here] 
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Regional authority varies to great extent across territory and across time. The lowest RAI-scores 

are to be found for Danish Regions (9.0), French régions (8.0) and Greek nomoi and peripheries 

(8.0). The most powerful regions can be found in the federal countries of Austria (18.0) Belgium 

(20.0), Germany (21.0) and Switzerland (19.5) and the special autonomous regions in Denmark 

(20.0), and Italy (18.0). In between these two groups we may find the regional tiers in unitary 

decentralized countries of the Netherlands (provincies: 14.5), Norway (fylker: 10.0) and 

Sweden (län: 10.0) and the regionalized states of Italy (regioni a statuto ordinare: 14.0), Spain 

(autonomas comunidades about 15.0) and the United Kingdom (Wales: 11.5, and Scotland: 

16.5).  

Regional authority not only varies across countries but also between regions within countries. 

Most notable examples are the different RAI-scores between various regions in Belgium (16.0-

20.0), between the amter/region (10.0/9.0) and Faroe islands (20.0) and Greenland (20.0) in 

Denmark, between Corse (8.5) and régions (8.0) in France, between regioni a statuto ordinare 

(14.0) and regioni a statuto speciale (18.0) in Italy, between the historic (15.5) and non-historic 

(15.0) comunidades autónomas in Spain, and between the devolved institutions in the United 

Kingdom (9.0-16.5). 

Finally, regional authority has also changed over time. Regional authority has increased for the 

regions in Austria, Belgium, Germany (western Länder), Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain. 

RAI-scores have remained stable for the Danish amter/regions, French régions, east German 

Länder, Greek nomoi and peripheries, Norwegian fylker, Swedish län and Swiss cantons. There 

are only two cases of centralization of authority which happened for Corsica (-0.5) and Northern 

Ireland when home rule was replaced by deconcentrated government (a change from 9.5 to 1). 

From this overview in the variation and development of regional authority it follows that the 

extent to which regional elections are subordinate to the national electoral arena may be 

expected to vary to a similar degree. The regional authority index measures formal institutional 
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authority and one could argue that it underestimates the role of regional tiers in the provision 

of policies which is better assessed with fiscal decentralization measures. Similarly, one could 

also argue that public perception on the importance of the regional tier is what matters rather 

than institutional or fiscal authority. Therefore, we have asked the authors of the country 

chapters to consider fiscal decentralization and, when available, public opinion data alongside 

regional institutional authority.  

 

Regional election systems 

Taking the second-order election model as a starting point has led regional election scholars to 

focus on the timing of the regional election in the national election cycle. When regional 

elections are held at the same date as national elections, regional election outcomes mirrors 

those for national elections. However, as soon as the regional election decouples from the 

national election cycle differences in vote share may appear. In their study on elections for the 

German Länder, Jeffery and Hough (2001, p.76) argue that support for the main political parties 

in regional elections follows a cyclical pattern. Governing parties enjoy an (often painfully 

short) honeymoon period shortly after their election victory with levels of support at times even 

rising higher than the share of vote won. The honeymoon is followed by an (often rapid) drop 

in support which continues until roughly the middle of the legislative period, when it ‘bottoms 

out’. At the same time support for the main opposition party rises. Only in the period 

immediately before the next national election do the governing parties recover support (see also 

Jeffery and Hough, 2003).  

Next to vertical simultaneity of elections, one may also assume that holding several (or all) 

regional elections simultaneously (i.e. horizontal simultaneity) amplifies their second-order 

qualities by giving them collectively nationwide reach and resonance (Jeffery and Hough, 2006, 

p.249). Schakel and Dandoy (2012) examine the effect of vertical and horizontal simultaneity 
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on turnout in regional elections in great detail. They identify six electoral cycle regimes 

according to whether regional elections are held simultaneously with national, local and other 

regional elections or follow their own independent election cycle. It appears that turnout 

increases significantly according to the extent to which elections are held concurrently.  

Van der Eijk et al. (1996) argues that an increase in turnout for concurrent elections is a 

consequence of the heightened political atmosphere. Concurrent elections significantly increase 

turnout as the interest of these elections – in terms of issues, candidates, parties, media coverage 

and campaign spending – is multiplied (Matilla, 2003). When regional elections are held at the 

same date one may expect more involvement of candidates, media and parties from the 

statewide electoral arena creating an approximation to a first-order, national poll.  

Table 1.2 reports the extent to which regional elections are held simultaneous with national, 

local and other regional elections.  

 

[Table 1.2 about here] 

 

Regional elections are rarely held simultaneously with national elections except in Sweden 

where all local, regional and national elections are held at the same date. However, table 1.2 

reports data for the 2000s and regional elections have been held concurrently with national 

elections in Austria (1945-49), Belgium (1995-99), France (1986), and incidentally with several 

elections in Andalusia and Austrian and German Länder. Apart from simultaneity with national 

elections we may differentiate between three electoral regimes. First, all regional and local 

elections are held simultaneously. This is the case for Denmark (amter/regions), Greece, Italy 

(regioni a statuto ordinare), Norway, Spain (non-historic comunidades autónomas) and the 

United Kingdom (Scotland and Wales). Second, all regional elections are held concurrently but 

at a different date than for local elections. This electoral cycle regime is present in Belgium, 
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France, and the Netherlands. Finally, regional elections may follow their own independent 

election cycle which applies to Austrian and German Länder, Faroe Islands and Greenland, 

regioni a statuto speciale in Italy, the historic autonomas comunidades in Spain, Swiss cantons 

and the Greater London Authority and Northern Ireland.  

Table 1.2 also reports on the electoral rules which translate votes into seats, the electoral 

thresholds and the number of rounds. Most regional elections consist of one round and only 

France and Greece have two rounds. The electoral threshold varies from none to two per cent 

and may go up to ten per cent in the case for some Swiss cantons. Most regional election systems 

are proportional but mixed electoral systems are applied for (some) regions within France, 

Germany, and the United Kingdom. Interestingly, majoritarian or plurality electoral systems 

can only be found in some Swiss cantons. 

The overview provided in table 1.2 shows a huge variety in electoral systems across countries 

and regions which should contribute to the heterogeneity of cross-regional voting behavior. 

Each chapter presents further details on regional institutions and reports on changes in the 

applied regional election systems (e.g. compulsory voting, relationship regional assembly – 

regional executive, as well as country-specific provisions).  

 

1.4. What is at stake: territorial cleavages 

 

A second important element which may increase the relevance of the regional electoral arena 

is the extent to which regional elections are used by voters to express different preferences than 

for national elections. The basis of territorial cleavage theory lies in sociological approaches 

which explain dissimilarity of party systems by the extent to which territorial cleavages are 

politicized (Lijphart, 1977; Livingston, 1956). Several scholars analyzing regional elections 

have observed that if sub-state elections are held in areas with distinctive territorial identities, 
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voters are more likely to disconnect themselves from the first-order arena and make different 

vote choices in the sub-state context (Jeffery and Hough, 2009).  

Increased dissimilarity between vote shares may be expected when sociological differences are 

politicized by regional actors. Newman (1996, p.7) ascribes the tendency for ethnic differences 

to be politicized to ‘the rational desire [of social actors] to convert efficiently political resources 

into political power’. Political actors adapt their demands and presentation to the concerns and 

language of regionally differentiated groups so as to maximize their influence on state policies. 

In sum, a territorial cleavage approach predicts that the regional vote will be different from the 

national vote to the extent that regional voters have a distinctive socio-economic identity and, 

more so, to the extent that this distinctive identity is mobilized by a regional party.  

We differentiate between diversity with respect to language and history. Table 1.3 displays the 

regions which score positive on the regional language and the regional history index developed 

by Fitjar (2009, 2010). The regional language index captures the importance and 

indigenousness of regional languages in regions. The historical sovereignty index captures the 

extent to which the region itself or other states than the current sovereign have governed the 

territory.  

 

[Table 1.3 about here] 

 

A striking observation from table 1.3 is that each country has one or more regions where a 

group of people speak a minority language. Most countries also have regions with a history of 

independence and most notably those countries for which state formation happened relatively 

late, i.e. France, Greece, Germany, and Italy. For Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, 

and, to a lesser extent, France, Sweden and the United Kingdom, the territorial cleavages only 
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affect a minority of regions and population. But in Belgium, Italy, Spain and Switzerland, and 

to a lesser extent Germany and Greece, territorial cleavages between regions are omnipresent.  

Territorial heterogeneity can be found with respect to an infinite number of dimensions but 

most authors relate voting patterns to territorial cleavages with respect to ethnicity, language, 

religion, history or economy (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967; Rokkan and Urwin, 1983; Van Houten, 

2007). Country chapters discuss territorial cleavages with regard to religion and economy (or 

any other dimension) when their authors think these territorial cleavages impact on regional 

electoral outcomes.  

Given the huge diversity in decentralization, the various regional election systems and the huge 

diversity with respect to territorial cleavages across regions and across time we can only expect 

that electoral behavior will vary to a similar extent. We would even argue that homogenization 

of electoral behavior is actually the least likely outcome one may expect. Yet, Caramani (2004) 

observes a nationalization trend of electoral behavior in West European national elections, that 

is, voters increasingly vote more alike across the territory. Caramani (2004, p.291-2) offers an 

interesting hypothesis for the apparent paradox between regional diversity and nationalization 

of electoral behavior: ‘… federal structures reduce the expression of regional protest in the party 

system by opening up institutional channels of voice’. If this claim is true then one does expect 

homogenization of electoral behavior in national elections but one does not for regional 

elections. In the next section we will describe the aspects according to which regional electoral 

behavior will be analyzed in the country chapters.  

 

1.5. Aspects of regional election behavior 

 

We have chosen to focus on five central aspects of electoral behavior in regional elections:  

(1) Congruence of the vote between regional and national elections 
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(2) Turnout in regional and national elections 

(3) Changes in vote shares between regional and national elections 

(4) Congruence between regional and national governments 

(5) Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

Congruence of the vote describes the differences in vote shares between regional and national 

elections. The aim of the book is to assess in how far these differences in the vote are a reflection 

of the subordination of regional elections to the national electoral arena or whether the 

differences are an indication of regionalized voting behavior. Second-order effects may be 

assessed by looking at turnout and changes in vote share for parties in statewide government 

and opposition. Regionalized election behavior may be assessed by looking at government 

congruence and non-statewide party strength. In other words, the second and third variables 

reflect the ‘top-down’ line of research whereas the fourth and fifth variable allows us to develop 

a ‘bottom-up’ approach. Our strategy in the book is to ‘fixate’ the dependent variables across 

the country chapters and to let the country experts reflect upon the patterns they observe. In the 

remainder of the introduction we will discuss the five dependent variables that structure the 

analyses presented in the book.  

 

Congruence of the vote between regional and national elections 

A comparison between regional and national election vote shares is widely used to assess 

regional distinctiveness (see for example Pallares and Keating, 2003; Jeffery and Hough, 2003, 

2009; Skrinis and Teperoglou, 2008; Tronconi and Roux, 2009; Floridia, 2010). The objective 

of these analyses is to assess the degree to which electoral results in a specific region diverge 

from results in another region or from the national electoral arena. Most studies use a 

dissimilarity index to measure distinctiveness in the vote. This index, sometimes referred to as 

the Lee index, is identical to the Pedersen’s index of electoral volatility, but, instead of 
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comparing an election with another election held previously in time, a regional election is 

compared to a national election. The dissimilarity index is calculated by taking the sum of 

absolute differences between regional and national vote shares for each party and subsequently 

dividing the sum by two (in order to avoid double counting). The formula is given by: 

 

 

 

XiN is the percentage of the vote won by party i in a given national election N, and XiR is the 

percentage of the vote won by party i in the closest (in time) regional election R to the national 

election in question. Scores may vary from complete congruence/similarity (0 per cent) to 

complete incongruence/dissimilarity (100 per cent). 

An interesting aspect of the dissimilarity index is that we may vary the comparison with respect 

to the type of election or vote share – that is national elections (N) or regional elections (R) – 

in conjunction with the territorial unit of analysis – that is national level (N) or regional level 

(R) (Schakel, 2013). For instance, we may compare the national party system at the national 

level (NN) with the regional or national election result in a particular region (NN versus RR or 

NN versus NR). We may also compare the national vote with the regional vote in the same 

region (NR versus RR). Finally, we may compare the regional election result aggregated at the 

national level with a particular regional result (RN versus RR). 

The dissimilarity index is used by Hearl, Budge and Pearson (1996) who compare the regional 

vote in national elections (NR) with the aggregate national vote (NN). The dissimilarity index 

has also been used by Jeffery and Hough (2003) who compare national election results in a 

region with the results for regional elections in the same region (NR versus RR). Finally, 
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Dupoirier (2004) used the dissimilarity index in a third way, that is she compares the results of 

a party for in one region to the results of the same party for all regions (RN versus RR).  

The variety in dissimilarity indices do not contribute to our understanding of regional elections 

since findings and conclusions may be dependent on the measurement used. In order to prevent 

this from happening in this nook we follow the approach as laid down in Schakel (2013) who 

conceptualizes and operationalizes dissimilarity or congruence of the vote in three ways. NN-

RR evaluates the extent to which a particular regional party system is different from the national 

party system and which is the result of two sources of variation: the extent to which a regional 

electorate is different from the national electorate combined with the extent to which the 

regional electorate switch their vote between regional and national elections. The regional 

election is compared to the national election and, at the same time, the national electorate is 

compared to the regional electorate.  

In order to tease out the two sources of variation in party system congruence (NN-RR) one 

needs to consider electorate congruence (NN-NR) and election congruence (NR-RR). 

Electorate congruence (NN-NR) taps into the extent to which a particular regional electorate is 

different from the national electorate. The type of election is held constant and one compares 

national election results for the whole country with the results for a particular region. The 

benefit of this conceptualization is that one does not have to consider second-order election 

effects because one uses first-order election results only. A possible drawback of this 

conceptualization is that it could lead to an underestimation of regional distinctiveness, since it 

does not consider the effect of dual voting, i.e. party systems may appear more congruent than 

they really are because statewide parties typically perform better in national than in regional 

elections. In contrast, election congruence (NR-RR) evaluates the extent to which a regional 

electorate votes differently in national and regional elections. This conceptualization keeps the 

regional electorate constant but varies the type of election. A benefit is that the effects of dual 
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voting are incorporated but one underestimates dissimilarity because regionally distinct 

electorates may express their distinctiveness in both regional and national elections with low 

dissimilarity scores as a result.  

In this book we explore the conditions under which the regional vote tends to differentiate from 

the national vote by reflecting upon the patterns in the three operationalizations of congruence 

of the vote. Dissimilarity is calculated for those parties which obtained at least five per cent of 

the regional vote in national elections (NR). The vote share obtained in national elections (i.e. 

NN or NR) is compared to the closest in time regional election vote share (RR). Data comes 

from Schakel (2011) and is updated where relevant by the authors of the country chapters. 

 

Turnout in regional and national elections 

The aim of this book is to assess in how far congruence in the vote can be attributed to the 

subordinate status of regional elections to the national electoral arena. One of the clear 

predictions of the second-order election model is that turnout should be low or, at least, lower 

in the subordinate election than in the first-order election. The rationale is that there is ‘less at 

stake’ in the second-order arena and ‘what is important is the political situation of the first-

order arena at the moment when the second-order election is being held’ (Reif, 1985, p.8). 

Consequently, voters are not bothered to turn out in regional elections. Many regional election 

scholars compare turnout between national and regional elections to evaluate second-order 

effects (Pallares and Keating, 2003; Jeffery and Hough, 2009; Floridia, 2010). Comparative 

studies on turnout in regional elections are rare (we could find one: Henderson and McEwen, 

2010) especially when compared to the number of studies devoted to national turnout (see the 

literature reviews by Geys, 2006; Blais, 2006; Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998). In this book we 

analyze turnout, defined as the number of voters who cast a vote (voters) as a proportion to the 

total number of voters who are allowed to cast a vote (electorate), in regional and national 
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elections. Turnout data comes from Schakel and Dandoy (2012) and is updated where relevant 

by the authors of the country chapters. 

 

Vote share changes between regional and national elections 

Another prediction of the second-order election model is that parties in national government 

will lose votes whereas parties in the opposition will gain votes in regional elections. Moreover, 

voters’ propensity to behave in these ways follows a cyclical logic; they are most likely to do 

so at the mid-point between elections that produce national governments, and less likely to do 

so soon after, or in the run-up to, an election that produces a state-level government. Although 

this is one of the strongest predictions of the second-order election model, surprisingly, it has 

had little systematic empirical testing in the case of regional elections. Notable exception is the 

work by Jeffery and Hough (2001, 2003, 2009) on electoral cycles and multi-level voting in 

Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom.  

In this book, second-order election effects are explored by calculating changes in vote share for 

government and opposition parties. Vote share change is calculated by subtracting the vote 

share obtained in regional elections from the vote share received in the previous national 

election. This operationalization implies that second-order election data is constructed for only 

those parties which compete in national and regional elections. Data on vote share change is 

obtained from Schakel and Jeffery (2012) and is updated where relevant by the authors of the 

country chapters. 

 

Government congruence between regional and national electoral arenas 

Government participation in a multi-level setting raises new questions for parties. For example: 

‘To step in government at only one level or to stay in opposition at both? To opt for a single 

consistent strategy or to try out various, but sometimes conflicting, coalition formulae? To 
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replicate coalition agreements at the federal level or to adapt them to the regional context, even 

if this means departing from a coherent party line?’ (Ştefuriuc, 2009a, p.2). Similar to parties, 

voters are also confronted with new questions. Voters are confronted with the possibility to vote 

for the preferred party they wish to see in regional government or they may want to send a 

signal to the party in statewide government by voting for the party in opposition in the national 

parliament. The former represents regionalized voting behavior whereas the latter indicates the 

subordinate nature of the regional election to the national electoral arena.  

The extent to which a regional voter will hold the national or regional government accountable 

depends on the structure of the party system. In two-party systems (for instance Greece, Spain, 

UK), voting for the opposition party in the national parliament sends a clear message to the 

party in national government. In contrast to two-party systems, voters in multiparty systems are 

often confronted with coalition governments at both the national and regional tiers which blur 

government responsibility especially when the coalitions are in part overlapping. As a result, 

two-party systems may be more conducive to second-order election effects than multilevel 

party systems. 

The extent to which a regional voter is able to hold the national or regional government 

accountable also depends on the role the region plays in national decision-making. For example, 

in Germany, Land governments directly elect their representatives in the Bundesrat (upper 

chamber) which has veto power over about 60 per cent of legislative acts. Government 

congruence has therefore a direct bearing on national politics and the vote for the opposition 

party in national parliament may have huge consequences for federal policies. The German 

voter has a unique opportunity to balance the federal government party at the national and 

regional level by voting for the opposition in Land elections.  

Looking at aggregate level election results will not allow us to reveal the considerations regional 

voters might have when they cast their vote. The authors will report on ticket-split voting when 
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voter survey data is available but, unfortunately, regional election surveys are scarce. One way 

to explore the extent to which voters hold governments accountable is to look at government 

congruence. For example, in case of complete government incongruence – for instance Labour 

in Wales and the Conservatives in Westminster – we are not able to assess whether a vote share 

gain for the party in regional government party is a voter reward for the party in regional 

government or a punishment for the party in national government. However, in case of 

government congruence – for instance Labour in Wales and Labour in Westminster – we are 

more confident that a vote share gain for the party in regional government is a reward given by 

the voters to regional performance because according to the second-order election model 

Labour should have lost vote share. Hence, the extent and frequency of government congruence 

may serve as an indirect measure of a regionalized behavior in regional elections, although this 

measurement needs to be interpreted with great care and with consideration of the party system 

structure and particular institutional settings. 

In analogy to congruence of the vote, government congruence may be conceptualized as the 

extent to which regional and national governments are similar (Däubler and Debus, 2009; 

Deschouwer, 2009; Ştefuriuc, 2009b; Swenden, 2002; Wilson, 2009). Government congruence 

is indicated by a dissimilarity index but, in contrast to congruence in the vote, there is only one 

operationalization, namely the national government (NN) is compared to the regional 

government (RR). Another difference is that seat shares instead of vote shares for the governing 

parties are taken. The government congruence data is compiled by the authors of country 

chapters. 

 

Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

An important cause for diverging regional and national party systems is the presence of what 

has been labeled as nationalist, regional, regionalist or non-statewide parties. We prefer to adopt 
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the term non-statewide party for two reasons. First, the non-statewide party is defined as a party 

which participates in elections in only part of the country in contrast to statewide parties which 

participate in all elections across the statewide territory. Often, regional parties are defined as 

receiving its vote share in one region only (Brancati, 2008). However, this operationalization 

would exclude parties such as the Lega Nord in Italy and the PDS in Germany which participate 

in elections in more than one but not all regions. The Lega Nord participates in elections in the 

northern part of Italy and the PDS  is mainly present in the East German Länder. These parties 

contribute clearly to the territorial heterogeneity of the vote and would not be on our ‘radar’ 

when we would apply a very strict definition.  

A second advantage of using the concept of non-statewide party is that it is neutral with regard 

to the ideology of the party. This allows the authors of the country chapters to discuss the 

ideology of the non-statewide parties they find in their country. Dandoy (2010) identifies 

protectionist, decentralist and secessionist parties. Protectionist parties seek to defend the 

interests of a culturally and linguistically defined minority. Decentralist parties challenge the 

division of power between the central state and the region. Finally, secessionist parties seek to 

detach the region from its host-state in order to establish an independent state. To this 

classification we may add those non-state wide parties which ‘defend’ or ‘represent’ the region 

on some kind of ideological basis. For example, a non-statewide party may claim for more state 

subsidies for a relatively poor region or for less fiscal equalization between regions to the 

benefit of  an  affluent region.  

One should be careful in taking the presence of non-statewide parties as direct evidence for 

regionalized election behavior. One of the predictions of the second-order election model is that 

small parties should gain vote share in regional elections. Most non-statewide parties are small 

parties, particular in a national context. One way to avoid the pitfall of wrongly interpreting 

non-statewide party strength as regionalized election behavior is to have a closer look on the 



 42 

ideology of these parties. Therefore, the authors will discuss the issues these parties emphasize 

to attract the regional voter. 

We present vote share data for non-statewide parties obtained in regional and national elections. 

Data on non-statewide parties comes from Massetti and Schakel (2013) and is updated and 

amended where relevant by the authors of the country chapters.  

 

1.6. The book 

 

This book analyzes regional elections for 13 countries in Western Europe (see table 1.1). In 

total we analyze 2309 elections held in 254 regions in 13 countries between 1945 and 2011. 

The thirteen country chapters will be analyzed in alphabetic order and each author will explore 

the explanatory power of regional institutions and territorial cleavages (top-down or deductive 

approach) with respect to regional electoral behavior but the authors will also propose 

additional causes for diverging regional party systems when they think these factors should be 

considered as well (bottom-up or inductive approach).  

To enhance comparison across the chapters we have adopted a common framework for the 

chapters. Each chapter begins with an introduction which is followed by a section on regional 

government and regional elections. The analysis of election data starts with an examination of 

congruence of the vote. The fourth section looks at second-order election effects and the authors 

analyze turnout and vote share changes between the regional and the previous national election. 

In the next section, the authors look specifically for evidence for regionalization of the vote 

with the help of government congruence and the presence and strength of non-statewide parties. 

In the conclusion the authors will address the question in how far regional elections in their 

country are nationalized or regionalized. To further enhance comparison across the chapters we 

have standardized measurements, figures, and tables. 
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We have assembled data on the five aspects of regional election behavior and the full variation 

across regions and parties and over time are provided in country excel files which include five 

figures and 17 tables. The excel files and the codebook are published on an internet page 

accompanying this book on the editors website (www.arjanschakel.nl). The authors of the 

country chapters reflect upon the most interesting figures and tables which means that not all 

figures and tables are discussed. Readers who would like to have access to the data or would 

like to have more detail are advised to download the country excel files.  

In the concluding chapter to the book we will draw comparisons between the country chapters 

and discuss the proposed independent variables and their effects on regional voting patterns. 

There we will take up the question what we have learned from the in depth country studies and 

we will point out implications for the study on regional elections.  

 
 
NOTES 

i Regional elections also occur in Finland (Åland) and in Portugal (Açores and Madeira) but 

since these insular regions only represent a small portion of the national territory and 

population, they are not included in this book. 

ii In an appendix to the book which is published online (www.arjanschakel.nl) we discuss 

regional government according to fiscal decentralization data published by Eurostat (2012), 

the OECD (1997), and Stegarescu (2004) and according public perceptions by drawing on the 

Special Eurobarometer 307 commissioned by the European Commission (2009).  

iii In the appendix to the book (which can be retrieved from www.arjanschakel.nl) we provide 
a discussion on regional diversity with regard to economic affluence by drawing on Eurostat 
(2012) data on regional gross domestic product per capita. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Table 1.1: Countries, regions, regional elections covered  

 

Country Region N Elections N RAI 
First Last  Min Max 

Austria Länder 9 1945 2010 131 17.0 18.0 
Belgium Deutsche Gemeinschaft 1 1974 2009 10 5.0 16.0 
 Brussels Hoofdstedelijk Gewest 1 1989 2009 5 18.0 18.0 
 Vlaamse Gemeenschap 1 1995 2009 4 20.0 20.0 
 Région Wallonne 1 1995 2009 4 20.0 20.0 
Denmark Amter 15 1974 2001 120 10.0 10.0 
 Region 5 2005 2009 10 9.0 9.0 
 Faroe Islands 1 1945 2008 19 20.0 20.0 
 Greenland 1 1979 2009 10 10.0 20.0 
France Régions 21 1986 2010 84 8.0 8.0 
 Corse 1 1986 2010 3 8.0 8.5 
Germany Länder (west) 10 1949 2011 147 20.0 21.0 
 Länder (east) 6 1990 2009 25 21.0 21.0 
Greece Nomoi 50 1994 2006 200 8.0 8.0 
 Periphereis 10 2010 2010 10 8.0 8.0 
Italy Regioni a statuto speciale 5 1947 2009 66 9.0 18.0 
 Regioni a statuto ordinare 15 1970 2010 120 7.0 14.0 
Netherlands Provincies 12 1946 2011 194 13.5 14.5 
Norway Fylker 19 1975 2011 171 10.0 10.0 
Spain Comunidades autonomas (historic) 5 1980 2011 40 13.5 15.5 
 Comunidades autonomas (non-

historic) 
14 1983 2011 93 12.5 15.0 

Sweden Län 21 1946 2011 445 10.0 10.0 
Switzerland Cantons 26 1945 2009 376 19.5 19.5 
United  Greater London Authority 1 2000 2008 3 9.0 9.0 
Kingdom Northern Ireland 1 1945 2007 13 1.0 9.5 
 Scotland 1 1999 2007 3 16.5 16.5 
 Wales 1 1999 2007 3 11.5 11.5 

Total  254   2309   

Notes: RAI = Regional Authority Index score (Hooghe et al., 2010).  
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Table 1.2: Institutional characteristics of regional election cycles and regional election systems in the 2000s 
 
Country Regional tier Vertical simultaneity Horizontal  Electoral  Electoral  Number 
  National Local simultaneity system threshold of rounds 

Austria Länder no no no PR 4-5% 1 
Belgium Gemeenschappen/Gewesten no no yes PR 5% 1 
Denmark Amter/Region no yes yes PR none 1 
 Faroe Islands/Greenland no no no PR 4% 1 
France Régions no no yes Mixed none 2 
Germany Länder no no no Mixed 5% 1 
Greece Nomoi/Peripheries no yes yes PR none 2 
Italy Regioni a statuto speciale no no no PR none-5% 1 
 Regioni a statuto ordinare no yes yes PR 2-5% 1 
Netherlands Provincies no no yes PR none 1 
Norway Fylker no yes yes PR none 1 
Spain Comunidades autonomas (historic) no no no PR 3-5% 1 
 Comunidades autonomas (non-historic) no yes yes PR 3-5% 1 
Sweden Län yes yes yes PR 3% 1 
Switzerland Cantons no no no MAJ/PR none-10% 1 
United  Greater London Authority no no no Mixed 5% 1 
Kingdom Northern Ireland no no no PR none 1 
 Scotland/Wales no yes yes Mixed none 1 

 
Source: the country chapters in this book. 
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Table 1.3: Regional diversity with regard to language and history  
 
Country regional language index regional history index 

Austria Burgenland (1), Carinthia (1)  
Belgium Brussels (2), Flanders (2), 

Wallonia (2) 
 

Denmark Faroe Islands (3); Greenland (3)  
France Alsace (1); Aquitaine (2); Brittany 

(2); 
Alsace (2); Lorraine (2); Franche-
Comte (1); 

 Languedoc-Rousillon (2); 
Lorraine (1); 

Languedoc-Rousillon (1); 

 Nord-Pas de Calais (1) Nord-Pas de Calais (1); Rhone-Alpes 
(1) 

  Provence-Alpes-Cote d'Azur (1) 
Germany Saxony (1); Schleswig-Holstein 

(1) 
Baden-Wurttemberg (2); Bavaria (2); 

  Brandeburg (1); Hesse (1) 
  Mecklenburg Vorpommern (1); 
  Nord Rhine-Westphalia (1); Saxony 

(1); 
  Saxony-Anhalt (1); 
  Schleswig-Holstein (1); Thuringia (1) 
Greece Central Macedonia (1); Thessaly 

(1) 
Crete (3); Aegean Islands (2 

  Central Macedonia (2); East 
Macedonia (2);) 

  Thrace (2); Epirus (1); Thessaly (1) 
Italy Friuli-Venezia Giulia (3); Sardinia 

(3); 
Friuli-Venezia Giulia (2); 

 Trentino Alto Adige (2); Trentino Alto Adige (2); Aosta 
Valley (1); 

 Aosta Valley (1); Piedmont (1); 
Sicily (1) 

Lombardy (1); Piedmont (1); 
Sardinia (1); 

  Sicily (1); Tuscany (1); Veneto (1) 
Netherlands Friesland (3)  
Norway Finnmark (2)  
Spain Balearic Islands (3); Catalonia (3); Basque Country (2); Catalonia (2); 
 Galicia (3); Valencia (3); Anadalusia (1); Navarre (1); Valencia 

(1) 
 Basque Country (2); Navarre (1);  
Sweden Norbotten (2) Halland (1); Jamtland (1); Skane (1); 
  Vastra Gotaland (1) 

Switzerland 
German-/French-speaking cantons 
(2);   

 Ticino (1)  
United 
Kingdom 

Scotland (2); Wales (2) Scotland (2) 
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Notes:  

 

Regional language index: The index is made up of the following items, with one point awarded 
for each item: (1) there is an indigenous regional language that is different from the dominant 
(plurality) language in the state; (2) the regional language is spoken by at least half the region’s 
population; (3) the language is not the dominant language of any state.  
 

Regional history index: the index is made up of the following three criteria, with one point 
awarded for each: (1) the region has not been part of the current state since its formation; (2) 
the region was not part of the current state for the entire twentieth century; (3) the region has 
been an independent state. 
 
Sources: Fitjar (2009; 2010); scores for Denmark and Switzerland are added by the authors. 
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Austria: Regional elections in the shadow of national politics 

Marcelo Jenny  

 

2.1. Introduction  

 

Austria is one of the older federal states in Europe. The study Austrian federalism was 

initially a domain of constitutional scholars until political science began to enhance 

federalism research from the late 1960s onwards. Political scientists have studied the 

characteristics of regional political systems, its institutions and party systems, and the 

evolution of regional identities (for example Bußjäger, 2007; Bußjäger, Karlhofer, Pallaver, 

2008, 2010; Dachs, 1992, 2003, 2006a, 2006b, 2008; Dachs, Fallend and Wolfsgruber, 1997; 

Erk, 2004; Fallend, 1997, 2003, 2004, 2006a, 2006b; Luther, 1986, 1989, 1991; 

Kriechbaumer, 2008; Plasser and Ulram, 2003). Another established research theme is the 

study of regional elections. Reports on the latest regional elections can be found in the 

yearbook Österreichisches Jahrbuch für Politik or in edited books on Austrian elections (for 

example Dachs and Wolfsgruber, 2000; Karlhofer and Seeber, 2000). Homing in on the topic 

of this chapter, the comparison of national and regional parliamentary elections over the long 

term, a collection of studies edited by Dachs (2006) describes early regional elections 

campaigns (1945-70) and discusses the importance of national issues in these elections. 

Longitudinal studies of electoral behavior in national parliamentary elections at the level of 

the Länder have been conducted by Jenny (2006) and Campbell (2007). Cross-level 

comparisons of electoral results have been done by Abedi and Siaroff (1999, 2006), Hofinger, 

Salfinger and Westphal (2004), Campbell (2007), Dachs (2006b, 2008) and Karlhofer (2010). 

Thorlakson’s (2007) and Detterbecks (2012, ch. 6) comparative cross-level study of elections 

also includes Austria.  
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Thus in contrast to other countries covered in the book, we are not entering uncharted 

territory. However, most of the indicators presented in this chapter are new and the dataset of 

national and regional elections used is the largest to date, covering 20 national elections and 

131 Land elections in the period 1945 to 2010. In this chapter I will argue that national 

politics in Austria casts a long shadow on Land elections. Regional elections campaigns have 

rarely been able to mask the public debate and political constellation at the national level. 

National-level influences on regional elections seem to be somewhat weaker today than they 

were in the past.). In principle, we should find second-order election effects in Austria, but the 

evidence is not as clear-cut as expected. The frequent formation of grand coalition 

governments at the national level and of proportional coalition governments at the regional 

level, asynchronous election cycles and the transformation of voter loyalty from extremely 

high to low over the course of the period studied provide for a nuanced interpretation. 

The next section gives background information on the legal and institutional elements 

important for an understanding of Austrian federalism. Then, congruence between the 

national and regional vote is presented in detail, followed by sections on potential second-

order effects and the regionalization of the vote before the final section discusses and 

summarizes the evidence. 

 

2.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Austrian federalism was enshrined as a constitutional principle in the first Republican 

constitution of 1920 (Art. 2 B-VG) which set, with a major modification in 1929, the 

institutional configuration of the political system (Müller, 1992). Its constituent entities were 

the German-speaking provinces of the former Habsburg monarchy with borders drawn by the 

Allied victors of World War I in the Treaty of St. Germain. A majority of the nine Austrian 
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Länder can claim existence as distinct political and territorial entities dating back to the 

Middle Ages. Some are of more recent origin: Vorarlberg was created in the 19th century and 

Burgenland in 1921. Vienna, a medieval city, the capital of the Habsburg empire and of the 

much smaller republic, was raised to the status of a Land by the new constitution. 

A defining feature of Austrian federalism – often called the most centralist among Europe’s 

federal nations – is a weak institutional position of the Länder relative to the federal political 

institutions. The country has a bicameral national legislature. The Federal Council 

(Bundesrat), the second chamber of the national parliament, is endowed with very weak 

powers. It is not involved in passing the national budget (Art. 42) and with few exceptions 

only able to impose a temporary veto (of eight weeks) on bills passed by the first chamber 

(Nationalrat). Since 1984 the second chamber has an absolute veto against federal laws and 

state treaties encroaching on the competencies of the Länder1. Party cohesion in the second 

chamber is very high. In case of conflict loyalty to the national party line almost always has 

the upper hand over loyalty to the region. As a consequence the Federal Council has never 

been an effective ‘federalist’ or ‘regionalist’ counterpart to the first chamber of parliament. 

The role of counterpart in central state – Länder bargaining has been taken by the extra-

constitutional Land governors’ conference. The nine Land governors who lead the regional 

governments formed after regional elections are the most vigorous and visible representatives 

of Austrian federalism. At the same time they are federal administrators in policy areas ruled 

by indirect federal administration.  

 
1 The constitutional amendment increased Austria’s score on the Regional Authority Index 

(Hooghe, Marks and Schakel, 2012). However, one should not infer from this that Austrian 

federalism has grown stronger over time. The new rule had been long sought after by the 

Länder to stop the decline of their sphere of autonomy. 



 51 

The results of a recent Eurobarometer survey (see Table 1.3 in the introduction) confirm this 

constellation of forces. The higher degree of conflict and politicization at the national level 

relative to politics at the regional and local level leads to lower trust in national institutions. 

At the same time there is much more confidence in national representatives as effective 

defenders of interests at the European level. Equal shares of respondents pointing to the 

national and subnational level as having the most impact on daily life are probably a 

consequence of indirect federal administration. Fiscal data shown in table 2.1 also document a 

dominance of the federal level. It accounts for two thirds, the Länder level for about a quarter 

and local government for about a tenth of public revenues and expenditures. 

 

[Table 2.1 about here] 

 

The allocation of powers between the federal level and the Länder level is set by Articles 10 

to 12 and 15 of the Constitution. They distinguish between policy areas in which both 

legislation and execution is exclusively reserved for the federal institutions (Art. 10), policy 

areas in which the federation legislates and the Länder administrate (Art. 11) and areas in 

which the federation provides framework legislation while the Länder are allowed to fill in 

the legislative details (Art. 12). A general clause in Article 15 defines all that remains as 

exclusive policy domain of the Länder, which in reality does not cover much: ‘(T)he areas in 

which the states are competent are rather minor. For example, legislation relating to building, 

hunting, and municipal law is the sole responsibility of the states. Within the fields for which 

they are responsible, states have the power to adopt the necessary provisions also in the fields 

of criminal and civil law’ (Stelzer, 2011, p.156f). New policy areas like environmental 

protection and regional planning evolved as ‘shared’ policy areas with both levels 

contributing legislation (Stelzer, 2011, p.157f). Reading the constitution in isolation also 
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misleads about the real degree of policy centralization in Austria. A multitude of later 

legislation of constitutional rank has allocated or settled specific issues at the national level 

(Wiederin, 2011).2 Back in the 1960s, constitutional lawyers already warned of a ‘creeping 

total revision’ of the constitution and Länder representatives have decried a hollowing out of 

federalism ever since. A total revision of the constitution has to be passed in a referendum. By 

changing the distribution of competencies in piece-meal fashion, however, the federal 

government and parliament never saw a need for it. Austria’s accession to the European 

Union in 1995, in contrast, was a systemic shock to the constitutional order that required 

ratification by referendum. The electorate voted overwhelmingly in favor of membership. A 

final push by the Land governor’s conference ahead of the vote for a state reform that would 

compensate the Länder for their impending loss of powers in the European Union failed. Ever 

since then proponents of strengthening Austrian federalism have been on the defensive. Union 

membership dealt a blow to the policy portfolios of the Länder (Bußjäger, 2007; Jenny and 

Müller, 2010). Länder politicians also learned that, comparatively speaking, they were ruling 

small territorial units. There have been calls to reduce the number of Länder and to abolish 

the Federal Council. A Constitutional Convention in Austria (2003-2005), modeled on the 

example of the European Convention, dealt with these issues without results (Pollak and 

Slominski, 2005, Gerlich, 2005).  

Each Land has a directly elected diet (Landtag). The Land government, headed by a Land 

governor (Landeshauptmann) is elected by the diet. Eight diets have a five year term. Upper 

Austria has a six year term. Premature dissolution of a diet by majority decision is possible in 

 
2 Some constitutional clauses or laws moved a specific issue into the federal realm, while 

others dealt with the substance of an issue. The effect is the same as any subsequent policy 

revision again requires federal constitutional legislation. 
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all cases. The size of the diets varies from 36 seats in Burgenland and Vorarlberg to 100 seats 

in Vienna. Electoral systems are proportional and list-based. Eight Länder have a Land-wide 

threshold set at either four or five percent of the valid votes. In the remaining Land Styria the 

effective threshold in the largest district was about six percent in the last election. Electoral 

reforms during the last decade introduced provisions for preferential voting and postal voting 

everywhere and voting age was lowered to 16 years for national and regional elections. The 

national government is politically responsible to the directly elected first chamber of the 

national parliament, whose four year term was extended to five years in 2007. The second 

chamber of the national parliament consists of indirectly elected Länder representatives and is 

partially renewed after each regional election. National and regional elections usually take 

place on a Sunday in spring or in autumn, which limits the number of available election days. 

There has never been a national or regional election during summer holidays in July and 

August. Winter elections are avoided as well as bad weather conditions might hamper 

campaigning and lower the turnout. The first two rounds of national and regional elections 

after the resurrection of democracy in 1945 were held simultaneously. Then the cycles of 

national and regional elections began to drift apart. Today they are asynchronous. Local 

elections in a Land have occasionally coincided with a regional election, but except in 

Vienna, where the diet serves in a dual role as the municipal council, the pattern is irregular. 

The country’s first European Parliament election in 1996 coincided with the regional election 

in Vienna. Apart from this regional elections and elections to the European parliament have 

always been separate and they have never coincided with presidential elections. In addition, 

since the 1950s there have been six instances of horizontally simultaneous regional elections 

involving up to three Länder. 

 

2.3. Congruence of the vote 



 54 

 

The three indices of congruence of the vote presented in this section compute the difference 

between the parties’ vote shares over two different elections, over two different territorial 

units or both (see the introduction for details)3. The index of election congruence (NR-RR) 

keeps the territorial unit (and electorate) constant and compares voting results between a 

national and a regional election. Electorate congruence (NN-NR) compares a national 

election’s overall result with the result of a subnational unit in the same election. Party system 

congruence (NN-RR) compares the country’s national election result with the result of a 

regional election. The last index takes the widest leap by pairing different territorial units and 

different types of elections. Therefore, a priori the following ordinal relation should hold for 

the three congruence indices: Party system congruence should always exhibit the highest 

index values (indicating lowest congruence) and election congruence the smallest index 

values. The index of electorate congruence should exhibit intermediate values. 

 

[Figure 2.1 about here] 

 

The data accord on the relationship between the first two indices. The third index has charted 

a somewhat different course (Figure 2.1). Election congruence is consistently less than party 

system congruence. Both show an ascending and roughly parallel trajectory. The gap in the 

immediate post-war period narrowed over time. The third index, electorate congruence, plots 

the course of a wide-shaped U. Dissimilarity decreased from 10.3 per cent in 1945 to 7.4 per 

cent in 1971 and increased afterwards. The early peak of 11.8 index points in 1949, slightly 

 
3 Congruence index calculations for Austria are based on voting results from all parties 

competing in national or regional elections, regardless of their size.  
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below the maximum of 12.3 points in 2008, is due to the enlargement of the electorate by 

former National Socialists who had not been entitled to vote in 1945 and to the first time 

candidacy of a predecessor party of the Freedom Party. During the 1970s, a decade of Social 

Democratic single party national governments, more voters than before chose the Social 

Democratic Party also in regional elections, which decreased the dissimilarity between 

national and subnational results. Subsequent party system developments, described in more 

detail below, had regionally uneven effects, leading to larger index values. Overall, an 

electorate congruence in the range of seven to 12 points indicates a comparatively 

nationalized electoral behavior in Austria. The other two indices show that the national and 

regional vote differs to some extent today. Divergence has almost consistently increased over 

time, especially during the last decade. 

A perfect election congruence in 1945 and 1949 is due to several reasons. Elections at the two 

levels were held simultaneously to save on administrative and campaign costs. They took 

place in a semi-sovereign country divided into four Allied occupation zones and party 

campaigns focused on national issues of post-war reconstruction. In addition, in 1949 voters 

in at least one Land could use a single voting slip to cast a vote for both elections (Widder, 

2006, p.27). Ballot papers were only loosely regulated and often distributed by parties until 

the introduction of official ballot papers in 1959. In the 1950s a few Länder still held their 

regional election on the same day as the national election and these Länder continued to 

exhibit near perfect election congruence.4 The index of election congruence reached its 

 
4 These were Burgenland, Carinthia and Styria in 1953 and Burgenland and Carinthia again in 

1956. Lower Austria, Upper Austria and Vienna held regional elections simultaneously with 

the national election of 1959, which held half a year before the respective diets’ regular end of 

term.  
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maximum (14.1 points) in 2006. At that time, about one out of seven voters chose a different 

party in national than for regional elections. 

Electorate congruence and party system congruence overlapped until the 1960s due to 

identical voting behavior across different types of elections shown by the election congruence 

index. The formation of the first single party national government in 1966 marks the 

beginning of a new period of cross-level voting behavior. More voters switch their vote 

between national and regional elections. In some recent regional elections, subnational 

evaluations clearly dominated over national-level considerations as in the Lower Austrian 

election of 2008 which took place six months prior to the national election. A popular Land 

governor from the Peoples’ Party successfully defied the bad electoral prospects for his party 

at the national level and attained yet another majority of the votes. In the national election the 

party attained 22 per cent points less in the same region than in the Land election. More than a 

quarter of the regional electorate also voted differently in the Tyrolian election of the same 

year than in the national election three months later. A regional split-off from the People’s 

Party (Liste FRITZ) excelled in the Land election but failed to attract voters in the national 

election. 

What explains the ‘base-line’ level of about ten index points for electorate and party system 

congruence beginning in 1945? Index values automatically rise if the set of parties differ at 

either the two system levels or in the two territorial units compared. However, apart from tiny 

fringe parties, the set of political parties at the two levels were identical during most of the 

period, described in more detail in the ‘Regionalization of the vote’ section below. A more 

important source of dissimilarity is the regional variation of a party’s vote shares. Strongholds 

of the People’s Party and the Social Democratic Party have provided, up to present times, 

single party legislative majorities in regional elections (Dachs, 2006b, 2008; Karlhofer, 2010). 

Until the 1980s they produced a two and a half party system at the national level with the 
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Freedom Party contributing the half part (Müller, 2006). The party system has considerably 

transformed since then. The number of parties in the national parliament has increased to 

currently five parties and the previously two large parties have shrunk into mid-sized parties 

confronted by the Freedom Party, the Greens and, since 2005, the ‘Alliance for the Future of 

Austria’ (BZÖ). Electoral dealignment through a decline of ‘Lager mentality’, the consequent 

rise in voter volatility (for example Plasser, Ulram and Grausgruber 1992; Müller, Plasser and 

Ulram, 2004; Campbell, 2007; Plasser and Ulram, 2008; Hofinger, Ogris and Zeglovits, 2008; 

Dachs, 2008) as well as the Freedom Party’s upsurge from 1986 until 1999 reduced the 

strength of regional strongholds of the People’s Party and the Social Democratic Party, but 

they have not vanished. In the same period Carinthia’s status as regional stronghold of the 

Freedom Party and its off-shoots (first BZÖ, then regrouped as Freedom Party in Carinthia 

(FPK) became stronger. 

Note that the temporal distances between elections paired in the election congruence index 

and the party system congruence index vary due to asynchronous election cycles that 

developed after 1949. Variation in vote congruence thus may be partly due to variation in the 

time elapsed between a national and a regional election in one Land and a regional election in 

another Land. If party identification is strong, then varying time spans between elections at 

the two levels should have no effect. If party identification is weak, then differences in time 

evolved will matter because intervening political events move voters’ evaluations of parties 

and influence their voting decisions. We can illustrate the interactive influence of party 

loyalty and time between elections with data. The maximum average time span between the 

date of a national election and the nine closest regional elections stands at 1.8 years. Almost 

exactly the same figure applies to the national elections of 1971 and 2006. In 1971, party 

loyalty was still high and approximately 60 per cent of survey respondents said that they 

always voted for the same party even if they were not totally satisfied with it (Plasser and 
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Ulram, 2008, p.59). Party system congruence exhibits an absolute minimum, election 

congruence a local minimum. In 2006 the share of survey respondents claiming a stable party 

vote had diminished by half to 30 per cent and party system and election were at their 

maximum. 

 

2.4. Second-order election effects 

 

This section discusses the evidence from two core indicators of the second-order election 

model: turnout and regional vote losses and gains for parties in national government and 

opposition. According to the model turnout should be lower in regional elections, parties in 

national government should suffer losses and parties in national opposition should exhibit 

vote gains. The magnitude of these effects, however, may vary considerably in Austria based 

on party strategies and the timing of regional elections. 

Statewide parties have employed varying strategies to make the most of their position in 

regional elections. Some stressed their uniqueness as ‘the’ representative of the Land, often 

employing anti-centralist rhetoric. This has been the dominant strategy of parties from the 

smaller Western Länder. Others stressed their importance and weight in national politics, a 

more appropriate strategy for regional party organizations from the larger Länder (Karlhofer, 

2008, p.47-9). Given the limited space for independent policy-making at the Land level, 

regional election campaigns tend to react to the national agenda and distinct Land-level issues 

often play a side role only. The characterization, however, is less true for the more volatile 

period since the 1980s (Dachs, 2006a, 2006b). 

Statewide parties have also scheduled Land elections based on strategic considerations. 

Premature national elections, though, caused the initial decoupling of national and regional 

election dates. In premature national elections in the early 1950s two to three Länder cut their 
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own legislative term short and held simultaneous regional elections.5 The majority of the 

Länder, however, already preferred to stick to their own electoral calendar. In Vorarlberg the 

dominant People’s Party has never moved up a regional election and de facto followed a fixed 

term norm. The superior government stability at the regional level was used to stress the 

distinctiveness of the two electoral arenas. National and regional elections have repeatedly 

occurred on different dates of the same year, but only two times in recent decades (Vienna in 

1983 and Styria in 1995) was a single regional election held in parallel with a national 

election. The statewide party that was dominant in one particular region more often preferred 

a separate date for the regional election. The People’s Party held seven of the nine Land 

governorships during its heydays and its Land parties scored better in subnational elections. 

They had a strong incentive to prevent the regional vote choice from being ‘contaminated’ by 

the national-level considerations. The two cases of coinciding elections are exceptions from 

the rule in which the statewide party (the Social Democrats in 1983, the People’s Party in 

1995) hoped for a bandwagon effect from the national electoral campaign.  

An optimal sequencing of elections at the two levels seems to have contributed to the 

Freedom Party’s historical success(es) in 1999. The national election in October was preceded 

by three concurrent regional elections in spring and a fourth regional election in September. 

These contests were interpreted as ‘barometer’ elections that heralded doom for the national 

grand coalition government of Social Democratic Party and People’s Party. One of them was 

in Carinthia were the Freedom Party attained an unprecedented first place and Jörg Haider 

became Land governor. In the other regional elections the party also celebrated gains. In the 

national election, this party even beat the People’s Party by a few hundred votes, which 

eventually led to the formation of the first national coalition government between People’s 

 
5 See previous footnote. 
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Party and Freedom Party in February 2000. 

In 2010 cross-level effects of asynchronous electoral cycles became a topic of debate when 

the national coalition government of Social Democratic Party and People’s Party postponed 

the national budget’s presentation until after the dates of the two important regional elections 

in Vienna and Styria. A furious opposition charged that the government parties wanted to 

avoid negative repercussions from budget cuts. These would have endangered the Social 

Democratic Party’s majority status in Vienna and influenced the two parties’ head to head 

race for the governorship in Styria (Jenny, 2011, p.901). The idea of a ‘super election day’ – 

horizontal simultaneous regional elections and identical and fixed terms for the diets – was 

raised, but got no support. 

An important determinant of turnout are the rules regarding participation which have not been 

uniform across space, time and type of election. Three of the nine Länder – Styria, Tyrol and 

Vorarlberg – introduced compulsory voting for national and regional elections in 1949. A 

fourth one, Carinthia, joined them very late in 1985. Shortly afterwards the group was forced 

by a federal constitutional amendment in 1992 to rescind compulsory voting in national 

elections. Carinthia and Styria also repealed the norm for regional elections while Tyrol and 

Vorarlberg held on to it for another decade, until 2003 and 2004 respectively. The People’s 

Party as the dominant party in these Länder was the main benefactor of high turnout. Austria 

has been a country with very high turnout in the past. Yet as in many other Western 

democracies turnout has decreased over time (Franklin, 2004). 

 

[Figure 2.2 about here] 

 

Turnout in national elections was always higher than in regional elections. Figure 2.2 

provides probably the best evidence that Austrian voters interpret Land elections as second-
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order elections. 

Before the 1980s the mean difference between the elections amounted to no more than a few 

percentage points. For the national election of 2008 the mean turnout at the Länder level was 

78.3 and in nearest regional elections 73.3 per cent, a difference of five points. The maximum 

mean difference was observed in 2002 with 12 points. The regional variation in turnout rates 

has also increased over time and it is larger for regional elections than for national elections. 

Regional compulsory voting rules masked the variation in the propensity to vote until the 

rules went out of force. In urban Vienna, which never had compulsory voting, the decline in 

participation began earlier and progressed down to the 60 per cent level, while in some 

Länder turnout still is in the range of 80 per cent. 

The next indicator shows how government parties and opposition parties at the national level 

fared in subsequent regional elections. For each type of parties the difference in combined 

vote shares is calculated and averaged across the regional elections that occurred between the 

regional election and the previous national election. In cases of vertical simultaneity the 

national election result of the same day is used as reference. 

The second-order election model postulates gains by national opposition parties in subsequent 

regional elections. The attribution of responsibility, however, is difficult in a system with 

frequent grand coalition government at the national level and (almost) all-party government 

due to the Proporz principle at the regional level. Given these features Figure 2.3 exhibits a 

surprising amount of fit with the second-order election model. Yet, the observed pattern needs 

to be interpreted with caution. Extraordinary perturbations of the national and some regional 

party systems which are not related to the second-order election model repeatedly impacted 

on the performance of national government and opposition parties in elections.  

During the first period of grand coalition government from 1945 to 1966, gains of opposition 

parties and losses of government parties were extremely small. A loss for the opposition and a 
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gain for the government parties in 1953 were due to voter frustration with the League of 

Independents after its initial success in 1949. In 1966 the People’s Party formed the first ever 

single party federal government in Austria and suffered losses in subsequent regional 

elections. The second-order election model fits for the first time. 

 

[Figure 2.3 about here] 

 

The first complete government alternation came in 1970 when the Social Democratic Party 

came into power. It formed successive single party governments until 1983. Throughout this 

period the opposition in national parliament, consisting of the People’s Party and the Freedom 

Party, scored better results in regional elections than in national elections. At first sight, the 

pattern thus supports the second-order election model. Yet at a more substantive level it does 

not. According to the model a national government party should perform worse in regional 

elections due to a counterbalancing trend of voting. As pointed out above, Austria is 

characterized by statewide parties that hold regional strongholds. In national elections the 

Social Democratic Party made significant inroads into the strongholds of the People’s Party. It 

also increased its vote shares in regional elections, but not to the same extent as in national 

elections. Even though it appears as if the Social Democratic government got punished in 

subsequent regional elections, in reality its weaker regional party organizations were enjoying 

a bit of a national tailwind, rather than suffering from countervailing voter movements. The 

interpretation of the pattern of losses and gains as second order election effects holds much 

better for the period 1983 to 1990. The ‘small coalition’ of Social Democrats and Freedom 

Party formed in 1983 became unpopular soon. The return to grand coalition government in 

1986 was met with skepticism by the media and it faced a strong parliamentary opposition by 

the Freedom Party and the Greens. The government parties lost votes in regional elections as 
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well as in national elections, but less so in the latter. The grand coalition government formed 

in 1994 ruptured after only one year in office with no intermediate regional elections before 

the national election of 1995. The recently formed party Liberal Forum did well in that 

contest but failed to attract voters in subsequent regional elections. This is the main reason 

why the combined share for opposition parties is negative. The patterns for 1999 and 2002 fit 

with the second-order election model. Regional elections showed a voter backlash against the 

national coalition government between People’s Party and Freedom Party and against the 

latter party in particular. After 2006, national opposition and government parties lost votes in 

subsequent regional elections. This pattern was due to a renewal of grand coalition 

government at the national level, regional tremors in the Freedom Party following the split-off 

by the Alliance for the Future of Austria and to a successful regional split-off from the 

People’s Party in Tyrol. The pattern of losses for national government and opposition parties 

in Figure 2.4 provides at best a qualified ‘yes’ for the second-order election model. 

Sometimes the fit is only superficial and other shocks to the national and regional party 

systems, notably party split-offs, have contributed to the observed pattern. 

 

2.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

The extent of regionalization of the vote is assessed by looking at government congruence and 

the success of non-state wide parties. The level of congruence between national and regional 

governments is largely a function of the varying government composition at the national 

level. During most of the period since 1945 government seats in seven of the nine Länder 

were distributed proportionally to almost all parties based on the regional election results and 

five Länder still have a constitutional Proporz mechanism for regional government formation 
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(Fallend, 2004, 2006a).6 The high and low levels in Figure 2.4 accord with periods of 

national grand coalition government by the People’s Party and the Social Democratic Party 

(or vice versa) from 1945-66, from 1986-99 and from 2006 to the present. From 1966 to 1983 

the country was ruled by single party governments, first by the People’s Party until 1970 and 

then by the Social Democratic Party. From 1983-86 a so-called ‘small coalition’ government 

of Social Democratic Party and Freedom Party was in office, and from 2000-06 a ‘black-blue 

coalition’ of People’s Party and Freedom Party. The level of incongruence seen during 

periods of grand coalition government is mainly due to the regional strongholds of the two 

largest statewide parties and, to a smaller degree, due to government participation by third 

parties at the regional level (the Communist Party after the war, then the Freedom Party and 

more recently the Greens). 

 

[Figure 2.4 about here] 

 

There has never been a regionalist party in Austria. Regionalist sentiments were captured and 

at times actively cultivated by Land governors from statewide parties that were dominant in 

some specific regions. The existence of a politicized ethno-linguistic cleavage makes 

Carinthia a special case. A party list representing the Slovenian-speaking minority repeatedly 

ran in regional elections, but never got past the high hurdle of entry to the diet. Establishment 

of a non-state wide ethno-linguistic party was prevented by the electoral system’s effective 

threshold of about 10 per cent at the electoral district level. The hurdle was recently replaced 

by a five per cent Land-wide threshold, but this seems out of reach as well. 

 
6 Currently proportional government formation is still constitutionally prescribed in 

Burgenland, Carinthia, Lower Austria, Upper Austria and Styria.  
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During the early phase of their existence new parties often are non-state wide parties. They 

run in a few electoral districts in a national election or choose a regional election as their first 

contest. Some successfully spread over a country’s territory. Others disappear again without 

ever getting there. An important temporary ‘regionalization effect’ on the Austrian vote is 

caused by new parties appearing at either the regional or the national level. Until the 1980s 

the regionalization caused by new parties was minor and transient. The sets of political parties 

in the national parliament and in the nine Land diets matched perfectly for a long time. 

During most of the period the party system consisted of just three parties: the Social 

Democratic Party (SPÖ), the People’s Party (ÖVP) and the Freedom Party (FPÖ)7. A fourth 

parliamentary party until the late 1950s was the Communist Party. In the 1980s the Greens 

became the new fourth party in the national and regional party systems. They struggled more 

than a decade to gain a foothold in all regional parliaments. Two split-offs from the Freedom 

Party in the national parliament again increased the dissimilarity of the sets of parties 

represented in national and regional parliaments during the last two decades. 

Counting only parties that managed to get into a national or regional parliament, one party 

made a simultaneous entry at both levels, six parties attained parliamentary seats in a regional 

election first. Of the latter only one, the Greens, eventually entered all parliaments. The 

reverse order of national electoral success prior to regional success has not occurred yet8. Two 

 
7 The Freedom Party and its predecessor party League of Independents (VdU) are counted as 

a single party. 

8 A new party entered the diet in Carinthia in 1945, Lower Austria in 1954, Vienna in 1969, 

Vorarlberg in 1984, Styria in 2005 and Tyrol in 2008. The first two instances were newly 

founded non-state wide parties. Two were split-offs from existing parties (1969 in Vienna 

from the Social Democratic Party, 2008 in Tyrol from the People’s Party). The Greens gained 
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parties made their debut as secession from statewide parties. The Liberal Forum split from the 

Freedom Party in 1993 and the Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZÖ) in 2005. The Liberal 

Forum entered three diets in the years 1993 to 1996 and defended its representation in 

national parliament in the elections of 1994 and 1995, but failed in 1999 and soon afterwards 

also lost its regional seats9. The Freedom Party had grown strong on a populist strategy in 

opposition. After entering a coalition government with the People’s Party in 2000 it suffered a 

series of electoral losses which angered the party rank and file. Party strongman Jörg Haider, 

Carinthian Land governor at the time, formed a new party in 2005, joined by the Freedom 

Party’s federal ministers and almost all national MPs. The Carinthian Land party organization 

joined the Alliance, while other regional party organizations overwhelmingly remained loyal 

to the Freedom Party (Luther, 2011). The Alliance did surprisingly well in the national 

election in 2008 and was the largest party in the Carinthian regional election of 2009, despite 

Haider’s death a few months earlier. However, one year later the Carinthian Land party 

decided to split from the Alliance and allied itself with the Freedom Party, thereby taking 

away the Alliance’s sole representation at the regional level. The Alliance has always aspired 

to be a statewide party, but the very uneven geographic distribution of its voters has 

 
their first parliamentary seats in the regional election in Vorarlberg in 1984. The Communist 

Party had a small-scale renaissance in Styria in 2005 and held on to some seats in 2010. The 

League of Independents (VdU) entered the national and regional parliaments following the 

simultaneous elections of 1949.  

9 In the national election of 2008 the Liberal Forum formed an electoral alliance with the 

Social Democratic Party. The leader of the Liberal Forum was placed on the Social 

Democrat’s list of candidates and provided with a safe seat. In return the party advised liberal 

voters to vote for the Social Democratic Party.  
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contributed to an increase in the regionalization of the vote. 

 

2.6. Discussion and Summary 

 

Diminishing voter loyalty to established parties, the emergence of new parties and split-offs 

from existing parties have made the outcomes of regional elections in Austria less predictable 

than in the past. The first element is a necessary condition for voter mobility across different 

elections. Herbert Dachs, an expert on Austrian regional elections provides the common 

periodization of Austrian post-war electoral history with an early period of low and a second 

period of higher voter mobility from the mid-1980s onwards. For the first period he attests an 

‘ability of regional elites to create a kind of fictional political arena of the regions which was 

– at least in the perception of the voters – disconnected from the federal political moods and 

trends. Although the political opposition parties (SPÖ between 1966-70, ÖVP from 1970 

onwards, and FPÖ non-stop) tried to capitalize on their position party [sic] in federal politics, 

their success was limited.’ (Dachs 2008, 95f). According to him attempts to insulate regional 

elections failed in more recent times, because ‘important policy issues had been influenced 

and determined for a long time by federal or European politics and were no longer resolvable 

by the regional political elites (such as environmental, traffic, or economic issues). 

Furthermore, the supra-regional media began considering regional elections in light of certain 

aspects of federal tactics and strategies. All these developments made it more and more 

difficult to delineate an explicit regional political arena. The mood and tactics of politicians 

and parties at the federal level became ever more influential on regional voting behavior’ 

(Dachs, 2008, p.96, 100). Yet, in the end he does not embrace the interpretation of regional 

election outcomes as mere by-products of national politics: ‘We can hardly answer the 

question of the degree to which regional and federal issues impacted regional elections. Each 
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election has to be considered and analyzed in its singularity. Fritz Plasser and Franz Sommer 

are correct when stating that despite the growing importance of external and structural 

impacts, regional elections must not hastily be ‘degraded to federal test elections’ (Dachs, 

2008, p.101). The time series presented in this chapter, which represent averages for the nine 

Länder, raise a critical question about the most appropriate interpretation of low voting 

volatility within the framework of the second-order election model in general. Should low 

volatility count as evidence for the effective separation of regional and national contests or as 

pointing towards the opposite, regional elections so strongly overshadowed by national 

political issues that most voters simply adhere to their ‘national’ vote choice in a regional 

context? A definite answer to that question would require additional indicators, but the second 

interpretation seems somewhat more plausible in the Austrian context. Election and party 

system congruence rose from no dissimilarity in 1945 to moderate levels of dissimilarity 

today. The Austrian party system has been and still is a nationalized party system without 

non-statewide parties, but with regional strongholds of the statewide parties. The electorate 

congruence index, which records the latter sort of regional divergence, was at its low in the 

1970s when the Social Democratic Party decreased the second runner gaps in strongholds of 

the People’s Party. The time series’ maxima in 1949 and 2008, far apart in time, have a 

common reason: new parties competing with uneven regional success. 

The anti-government swing in regional elections after the formation of the ÖVP single party 

government at the national level in 1966 was the second largest anti-government swing ever, 

beaten only by the anti-government swing in regional elections after the formation of the 

ÖVP-FPÖ government in 2000, which challenges the standard account of stable Austrian 

electoral behavior in the early post-war decades. After the formation of a Social Democratic 

single party government in 1970, vote choice re-stabilized again. The emergence of the 

Greens as a new party and the populist opposition strategy of the Freedom Party ended the 
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second period of stability for good. 

Due to predominantly proportional government formation rules at the regional level, 

congruence between regional and national governments was mostly a function of government 

formation at the national level. Government congruence was at its maximum during the first 

period of grand coalition government and at its minimum during the next period of single 

party governments. Turnout has always been lower in regional elections than in national 

elections. The difference was negligible during the first post-war decades with exceptionally 

high turnout at both levels. However, it increased over time and indicates that Land elections 

campaigns provide weaker incentives than national election campaigns to participate in the 

vote. An obvious interpretation of the cross-level difference is that there is much less at stake 

in regional elections. The increasing turnout gap runs in parallel with the erosion of 

federalism in Austria. The same argument, however, is insufficient to explain increasing 

turnout variation among the Länder. In terms of stakes regional elections in Vienna are 

certainly among Austria’s most important electoral contests. The Land’s large share of the 

electorate and of the national economy makes it a heavyweight in national politics. Yet 

turnout in urban Vienna has always been much lower than in small and rural Burgenland.  

Low party loyalty, or alternatively high voter mobility seems a necessary requirement for 

second-order effects to appear in results of regional elections. Yet, it is not a sufficient 

condition as it provides at the same time a potential vote to be conquered by successful 

campaigns of regional politicians and parties. Analysts of regional elections have stressed 

how difficult it is to isolate regional elections campaigns from simultaneous developments in 

national politics. Regional issues often contributed supplementary items to an agenda 

dominated by national political issues. However, regional media today provide a larger sphere 

for regionalized political communication than in the past, due to a regionalization of 

electronic media (TV and radio) starting in the 1970s and a much stronger competition by 
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print media for regional markets. This development generates a space for regional electoral 

competition that sometimes will result in clear second-order effects and sometimes in an 

outcome that defies the national trend. The shadow of national politics looming over regional 

election campaigns has become smaller, but extraordinary effort is still required to step out of 

its range. It depends on the national and regional parties’ ingenuity and efforts to convince a 

regional electorate that a regional election should be either seen as a beauty contest between 

national political leaders and judgment handed out for the work of the national government 

and opposition or, alternatively, as a separate arena in which regional leaders and parties 

should be evaluated on their own merits. The most recent regional election in Lower Austria 

(2008) is an impressive example of the latter strategy succeeding. 
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Austria: Regional elections in the shadow of national politics 

 

Figure 2.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Austrian country excel file. 
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Figure 2.2: Turnout in national and regional elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Austrian country excel file. 
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Figure 2.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Austrian country excel file. 
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Figure 2.4: Congruence between national and regional governments 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Austrian country excel file. 
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Table 2.1: Public revenues and expenditures (2010) 
 

 % of total 

Federal government 65.5 

Länder (including Vienna)* 23.5 

Local government 11.0 

 
Notes: *Vienna has a dual role as Land and municipality. 
 
Source: Statistik Austria (2012) 
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Belgium: Towards a regionalization of national elections? 

Régis Dandoy 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

Regional elections are not a new political phenomenon in Belgium. This small European 

country witnessed its first regional elections in 1974, two decades before the transformation 

of the unitary state into a federal state. Despite the early introduction of regional elections, the 

study of the elections at this policy level remains up to now relatively rare. The exceptions are 

mainly to be found in the Election reports published by the journal ‘Regional & Federal 

Studies’, such as Versmessen (1995), Deschouwer (2000), Coffé (2006) or Brack and Pilet 

(2010). The ignorance of the political science literature on this topic can be explained by three 

reasons. 

First, between 1974 and 1989, only a very small portion of the Belgian electorate could 

actually vote in sub-national elections beyond local and provincial elections. The German-

speaking community contains only 0.7 per cent of the total Belgian electorate and is, 

therefore, politically not relevant. As a consequence, the elections to the German Community 

did not attract much attention from scholars. The federalization of the rest of Belgium is a 

relatively recent process and, even though regions and communities were created in 1970 and 

1980 and the Brussels region in 1989 – the first direct elections for these entities occurred as 

late as 1995 (1989 for Brussels). 

Second, decentralization in Belgium was, before 1970, limited to the provinces (in addition to 

the local level – the communes). This sub-national territorial organization of Belgium was 
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inherited from the French and Dutch regimes before Belgian independence in 1830. Most of 

the literature on sub-national elections dealt with the provincial level. Provincial elections 

remained in the shadow of the national elections and election results were strongly similar. 

This is not only due to the fact that provinces have been long perceived as a pure 

administrative level (Coninckx, Valcke, 2006, p.59) and not seen by the parties, the media 

and the public opinion as important as the national institutions (Costard, 1974; Toelen, 1986, 

p.307; Toelen, 1988, p.99; Coninckx, Valcke, 2006, p.59; Valcke et al., 2008, p.246) but also 

because the provincial elections were organized on the same day as national elections up to 

1991.10  

These studies find that provincial turnout equals national turnout (Costard, 1974, p.548), that 

the national and provincial vote are by and large the same (Toelen, 1988, p.113-117), and that 

the composition of provincial coalitions mirror the coalitions at the national level (Costard, 

1972, p.669; Toelen, 1986, p.321; Coninckx, Valcke, 2006, p.79). Since the gradual 

federalization of the Belgian state, provinces lost most of their symbolic and political powers 

and many political actors nowadays question the usefulness and mere existence of the 

provincial level. 

Third, given its bipolar characteristics, the Belgian political system can be easily understood 

via the dynamics between the two main linguistic communities. Since all the major political 

parties from these communities meet and discuss at the federal level, Belgian politics is often 

analyzed by observing political events occurring at the federal level. In this chapter, I discuss 

the general characteristics of regional and community institutions and elections in Belgium. 

Sections three and four respectively analyzes congruence between regional and national 

 
10 From 1995 onwards, provincial elections were organized on the same day as the local elections based a six 

years term. 
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elections and explores second-order election effects. I discuss the question whether we can 

observe a regionalization of the vote in the fifth section. In a final section, I summarize the 

main findings of this chapter and consider some additional variables that may contribute to 

the understanding of the regionalization of regional and national elections. 

 

3.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Compared to other European countries, the Belgian political system displays several 

particularities. Following the framework outlined by Burgess (2006: 136) for comparing 

federations, I focus on two main elements: the institutions and the party system of a federal 

country. To this I add the analysis of political cleavages because Belgian election scholars 

have indicated the importance of several cleavages on electoral dynamics (Deschouwer, 1990; 

De Winter et al., 2006). 

The establishment of political cleavages brings us back to the origin of the Belgian state. 

When Belgium was created in 1830, its society was predominantly ruled by a French-

speaking elite even though the majority of the population was Dutch-speaking. This elite 

concentrated the economic, political and cultural powers in its hands. It is only after decades 

of repeated claims and political conflicts that the Flemish movement accomplished the 

recognition of the Dutch language as an official language which meant that Dutch was 

allowed to be used in the education system, justice, administration, and so forth. However, the 

Dutch-speaking movement did not organize itself in a political party and this happened only 

in the 1950s with the creation of the first Flemish nationalist political party.  

Although the linguistic cleavage – opposing Dutch- and French-speakers – is one of the 

dominant features of today’s Belgium political landscape, two other historical cleavages are 
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still important (Lipset, Rokkan, 1967, Deschouwer, 1990, de Coorebyter, 2008, Deschouwer, 

2009). First, there is the church-state cleavage which oppose catholics vis-à-vis liberals. The 

other cleavage is the ‘classic’ left-right dimension which consists of owners of the capital 

competing with workers on socio-economic issues. 

All together, these three cleavages largely shape Belgian society. Indeed, the political parties 

constitute the ‘top of the iceberg’ of each cleavage since Belgium is structurally split 

according to these cleavages. For example, a series of intermediary organizations (such as 

labor unions, newspapers, hospitals, schools, youth movements, mutual insurance companies, 

etc.) are divided according to their cleavage and ‘pillar’ and are represented by one of the 

three traditional parties. These pillars cover many aspects of the life of each Belgian citizen 

and are organized in order to accompany its members ‘from the cradle to the grave’. 

Arend Lijphart understood the importance of the consociational organization of the Belgian 

society, meaning that each of its segments is autonomous and enjoys independent decision-

making powers within its sphere of competences. At the same time, these organisations are 

forced to collaborate with each other across the pillars. This consociational system 

corresponds to a form of ‘functional decentralization’. In other words, each pillar has 

significant powers in various policy domains such as the payment of unemployment 

allowances (labor unions) or the refund of health care (mutual insurance companies). The 

main decisions of the government are taken in coordination with the socio-economic actors of 

each pillar. 

The language cleavage was translated into competition on territorial decentralization issues in 

the second half of the 20th century and this cleavage lay at the basis of the gradual 

transformation of the unitary Belgian state into a federal state composed of relatively 

autonomous regions and communities. Even if the previous form of decentralization and state 
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organization into the pillar structure remain significant today, since the 1960s, the linguistic 

cleavage progressively began to dominate political contestation. Between 1968 and 1978, the 

three main statewide political parties split according to linguistic lines, that is they split into 

separate and completely independent Flemish and French-speaking parties (Veleden, 2008). 

As a result, the linguistic cleavage no longer opposes regionalist parties to the statewide 

parties but all parties tend to compete on language and federalization issues. 

 

The cleavage structure informs to a large extent the elements which Burgess (2006) proposes 

to compare federations, that is, the institutions and party system of Belgium. Since the very 

beginning of the decentralization process in the 1960s, two diverging opinions divide the 

political actors. In the North of the country, the Flemish actors aim at defending their culture 

and their language based on a person-based federalism embodied in the principle of a 

community while in the South, the French-speakers defend their industries and their economy 

which implies a territorial principle of federal institutions. These two contrasting visions on 

the appropriate base for the organization of the Belgium federal state –community or territory 

– still exist today. Actually, the Belgian compromise consists of the creation of a federation 

based on two different kinds of sub-national entities. 

Belgium is nowadays composed of six territorially overlapping federated entities: three 

regions and three communities (article 1 of the Constitution). Belgian federalism is unique 

because it not only comprises two different kinds of (competing) sub-national entities, but 

also because the decentralization of competences was done gradually via six successive state 

reforms. In 1970, both concepts of ‘communities’ and ‘regions’ were introduced in the 

Constitution but only the French- and Flemish-speaking communities were set up in 1971, 

followed by the German-speaking community in 1973. The communities obtained 
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responsibility for culture, education and language, and were financed through central 

government transfers and communities were given the revenues of radio and television taxes. 

In 1980, the Walloon and Flemish regions were formally installed. Each federal entity has its 

own assembly and executive. At the same time, a special court, called Court of Arbitration 

was set up to regulate conflict between federal law and regional or community decrees. 

Regions received competences in regional development, environmental policy, water policy, 

and infrastructure, while the competences of the communities were expanded to include 

welfare policy, vocational training and education.  

In 1989, the Brussels region and its region-specific institutions such as the Community 

Commissions in which representatives from the French- and Dutch-speaking communities 

meet to decide on Brussels affairs were created. In addition, more competencies were 

delegated to the communities (education) and to the regions (transport, public works and 

financing of local authorities) and a new fiscal system was established to finance the entities. 

Regions obtained authority over eight regional taxes (e.g. gambling, inheritance, registration 

fees on property transfer) and communities were financed through a tax sharing arrangement 

whereby the central government refunds a proportion of value-added tax and income tax.  

In 1993, Belgium becomes officially a federal state and the regions and communities received 

residual competencies.11 In addition, the members of all regional and community assemblies 

were now directly elected. In 1999 and 2001, regions and communities received more 

competences (mainly agriculture, foreign trade, oversight on local authorities and 

development aid) and regional taxes were increased from eight to twelve and the distribution 

 
11 The Federal government remains responsible for the matters not attributed to the regions and communities 

and its competences, which are explicitly stated in the special legislation, comprise justice, defence and law and 

order, social security, foreign policy, communications, religion and significant parts of the migration policy. 
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of VAT and income tax to the communities was based on the contributions to the shared tax. 

These reforms constituted a fundamental step towards fiscal autonomy for the regions. In the 

introduction of the book, the fiscal figures indicate that most of subnational revenue comes 

from own taxes (see Table 1.2). The latest state reform was negotiated in 2012 and includes 

reforms which imply more financial and fiscal autonomy (mainly some liberties in defining 

the progressivity of income and taxes) and a further decentralization of competences 

(including health care, employment policy, and family allowances) to the regions and 

communities. 

Overall, the main competencies of the communities are education, cultural matters and social 

affairs while the main competencies of the regions are town and spatial planning, 

environment, agriculture, housing, public works, transport, foreign trade, employment policy, 

organization and supervision of the local authorities, property belonging to the various 

religious groups, and regional aspects of the economic policy, energy policy, scientific 

research and international relations. 

The Belgium federal system relies on two principles. The first one consists of a loyalty 

principle (all institutions and norms must remain loyal to the federation) and the second one 

relies on the absence of hierarchy between the norms: a federal law has the same value as a 

regional or community law (decree or ordinance). Still, responsibility for many of the policies 

is shared across government tiers, creating an important need for cooperation and agreement 

between institutions. This has resulted in an increasing number of inter-ministerial 

conferences modeled after German Politikverflechtung and a formal arbitration system. 

One of the outstanding features of the Belgian federation is its degree of asymmetry. The only 

commonality between the regions and communities is that each of them has a parliament and 

a government. Beyond this commonality there lies great diversity. The sub-national entities 
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do not enjoy the same legal status and extent of autonomy and they are responsible for 

different sets of competences. One can even argue that the Belgian institutional system is 

fully asymmetrical, meaning that all sub-national entities are unique with regard to their 

powers and competences.  

The asymmetry between the entities goes beyond the institutions. For example, regions and 

communities are not equal in size. One of them (Flanders) gathers the majority of the Belgian 

population12 rendering the Belgian case even more unique since in no other country in the 

world one single region contains concentrated the (absolute) majority of its population into 

one single region.13 

However, regions and communities are also not equal regarding their constitutional status. 

The Flemish region and community were merged, meaning that the Flemish parliament, 

government and public administration exercise all the competences delegated to both types of 

sub-national entities. In the South of the country, such equivalent does not exist since 

Wallonia consists of one region but two communities (the French- and the German-speaking 

community). However, adding to the complexity of the institutional landscape, a significant 

amount of regional competences have been transferred from the Walloon region to the 

German-speaking community (monuments and sites, employment policy, police and the 

supervision of local authorities) and from the French-speaking community to the Walloon 

region (cultural and education matters, sports infrastructures, tourism, social promotion, 

health policy, family policy, social welfare and integration). 

Although the Brussels region was constitutionally recognized in 1980 it was not until 1989, 

nine years after the two other regions, before it was established. In addition, the Brussels 

 
12 In addition, Wallonia comprises the majority of the Belgian territory. 

13 In comparison, the size of the German-speaking community (about 70.000 inhabitants) is very small. 
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region faces certain limitations to its autonomy. Similarly to the German-speaking 

community, the Brussels region does not dispose of a constitutional autonomy. Moreover, due 

to its bilingual status, both Dutch- and French-speaking communities are competent for policy 

domains pertaining to the Dutch- and French-speaking populations residing in the Brussels 

regional territory. These community policies are coordinated by language-based community 

committees and by a joint community committee. The Dutch- and French-speaking 

communities delegated some of their competences (mainly related to education and culture) to 

these committees. 

In sum, an analysis on sub-national elections in Belgium is very complex since they occur in 

only four of the six sub-national entities: the Flemish- and German-speaking communities and 

the Walloon and Brussels regions. The parliament of the French-speaking community is 

indirectly elected by the representatives from the French-speaking parliamentarians from the 

Walloon and Brussels regions while the parliamentarians elected for the Flemish community 

are at the same time representatives for the Flemish region but the representatives from the 

Brussels constituency are excluded when dealing with regional issues. 

The second element proposed by Burgess (2006) to analyze federal countries concerns the 

party system. Keating (2001) observes that the Belgian party system presents one typical 

characteristic when compared to other federations: there are no federal (or statewide) parties. 

Since the split of the three major statewide parties between 1968 and 1978 (the christian-

democrats, the socialists and the liberals), not one statewide party managed to win elections 

and to obtain a majority of seats in the federal parliament. All the political parties that were 

created after 1978 – it concerns the two extreme-right parties (Vlaams Belang and Front 

National), the two green parties (Groen and Ecolo) and the two populist parties (Libertair, 

Direct, Democratisch and Parti Populaire) – are organized at the community level and 

explicitly represent the interests of only part of the Belgian population. Due to the split of the 
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statewide parties and the creation of new parties in each linguistic community, the Belgian 

party system is highly fragmented; the effective number of parties in the federal parliament 

was 8.42 in 2010. 

It might be better to speak of two party systems rather than of one party system in Belgium. 

Even in the bilingual electoral constituency of BHV (this territory contains the Brussels 

municipalities as well as the municipalities of Halle and Vilvoorde, which are officially 

bilingual), parties are organized and compete along linguistic lines. Very few lists provide 

candidates from both language groups for the federal elections and bilingual lists are 

forbidden for the Brussels regional elections.  

Although the regional party systems across the entities contain different parties, at the party 

family level we may observe similar characteristics and structures. For example, each party 

system was in 2011 composed of one christian-democrat (Christen-Democratisch & Vlaams 

in Flanders and Centre Démocrate Humaniste in French-speaking Belgium), one socialist 

(Socialistische Partij Anders and Parti Socialiste), one liberal (Open Vlaamse Liberalen en 

Democraten and Mouvement Réformateur), one regionalist (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie and 

Fédéralistes Démocrates Francophones), one extreme-right (VB and FN), one green (Groen! 

and Ecolo) and one populist party (LDD and PP). 

In addition, unlike the two other communities, the German-speaking community does not 

display a separated (and third) party system. Apart from the regionalist ProDG (and to a 

lesser extent Vivant), all parties that participate in these regional elections are sub-regional 

branches of the French-speaking parties. For example, the liberal Partei Fur Freiheit und 

Fortschritt is officially member of the French-speaking MR federation while the christian-

democrat Christlich Soziale Partie and the socialist Socialistische Partei are respectively 
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branches of the French-speaking CdH and PS.14 In the analyses presented below, these 

parties are considered as part of their French-speaking sister parties and are not treated as 

independent parties.  

The similarity of party systems at the party family level is also apparent in the composition of 

governmental coalitions at the federal level. As a result of the two quasi-symmetrical party 

systems and due to the declining but persistent pillarization of the society, parties tend to 

build symmetric coalitions, that is coalitions that gather parties from the same party families 

in the federal cabinet (and to a lesser extent in the bilingual Brussels cabinet). With the 

exception of the 2007-2011 period15, the parties belonging to the same party family (christian-

democrats, socialists, liberals, greens) have always been together in government or in 

opposition at the federal level. 

Although there are no statewide parties in Belgium (that is a party competing in all regions), 

none of the parties compete in one region only. In other words, all Flemish and French-

speaking parties – including the regionalist ones – can be considered multi-regional parties 

since they compete in their language-based community (Flanders or Wallonia) which always 

includes the bilingual Brussels.16 

 
14 The German-speaking green party (Ecolo) has exactly the same name as the French-speaking green party. 

15 This period witnesses for the first time a non-symmetrical federal cabinet since the French-speaking socialist 

party (PS) joined the cabinet while the Flemish socialist (SP.A) party remained in opposition. In 2003, another 

cabinet was also non-symmetrical for two months when all the French-speaking green (Ecolo) ministers resigned 

but the Flemish green party (Agalev) remained in the government. 

16 The Flemish extreme-right party Vlaams Belang presented electoral lists in three regions (Flanders, Brussels 

and Wallonia) in 2003 and 2007 but its results in Wallonia were marginal. 
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A proportional electoral system is applied to federal, regional and community elections and 

the seat allocation is based on the D’Hondt formula. Since 2003 (federal elections) and 2004 

(regional and community elections), a threshold of five per cent of the votes has been 

implemented but it had barely an effect on electoral results and party strategies (Onclin, 

Reuchamps, 2011).17 Voting is compulsory for all elections, including European ones. 

Since 1995 all sub-national parliaments are made up of directly elected MPs for a five years 

fixed term with the exception of the French-speaking community. The parliament of this 

community is composed of the directly elected members of the Walloon regional parliament 

as well as 19 members chosen among the directly elected French-speaking members of the 

Brussels regional parliament.  

Before 1995, two electoral systems co-existed. For most of the Belgian territory, a system of 

‘double mandate’ was set up, meaning that national MPs acted at the same time as regional 

MPs based on a four-years national term. As a result, between 1971 and 1981, the community 

parliaments (which were called ‘cultural community councils’ at that time) were composed by 

all the national MPs (in both the House and the Senate) from the same language group 

meaning that Flemish national MPs also had a seat in the Flemish parliament and similarly the 

French-speaking national MPs occupied a seat in the parliament of the Walloon region. 

Between 1981 and 1995, the community parliaments were composed by all directly elected 

national MPs from the same language group (the coopted senators were excluded). Two sub-

national entities held direct regional elections before 1995: the German-speaking community 

 
17 The exceptions are the representation of the Flemish green (Agalev) and regionalist (N-VA) parties in 2003 

for the federal elections and of the extreme-right (FN) and regionalist parties (ProBruxsel) in 2009 for the 

Brussels regional elections (French-speaking group). For these parties the introduction of the threshold meant a 

loss of their seat in those electoral districts. 
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since 1974 (with a consultative status until 1986), which followed the four years term of the 

national elections, and the Brussels region since 1989 with six years terms for regional 

representatives. 

Just as the institutional landscape, the Belgian electoral calendar is also rather peculiar. Since 

1999, the regional and community elections are held at the same day as for the European 

elections (article 117 of the Constitution). The first two regional and community elections 

occurred simultaneously with the federal elections in 1995 and in 1999. As a result, we have 

four completely different election groups with regard to electoral cycles. The first group 

contains elections held between 1986 and 1990 when the elections to the German-speaking 

community were held independently. A second group includes elections from 1974 to 1981 

and the 1995 elections, which were held at the same date as national ones. In addition, the 

provincial elections took place at the exact same day as the national elections during the 

1974-91 period. A third group of elections, those held in 1989, 2004 and 2009, contains 

elections which were held together with European elections. Finally, in 1999, sub-national 

elections were held together with national and European elections. 

In contrast to subnational parliaments in other countries, the amount of MPs does not relate to 

the size of the entity. For example, the Walloon regional parliament is composed of 75 

members (that is 32,569 voters per MP in 2009) while the Brussels regional parliament is 

composed of 89 members (that is 6,458 voters per MP). The Flemish community parliament 

is composed of 124 members which means 39,631 voters per MP for the Flemish region (118 

members),and the Brussels region (six members), while the German-speaking community 

parliament is composed of 25 members (that is 1,898 voters per MP). 

In sum, an analysis of Belgian regional elections basically boils down to the analysis of the 

elections to four sub-national parliaments, which are the parliaments of the Flemish and the 
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German-speaking communities and the Walloon and Brussels regions. Once the French-

speaking community is not taken into account, there is hardly any overlap between the 

electorates, the only exceptions being the 53,942 Flemish-speaking voters in Brussels in 2009 

(who vote for both the Brussels regional and Flemish community elections)18 and the 47,446 

voters in the German-speaking community in 2009 (who vote in both the Walloon regional 

and the German-speaking community elections). 

In the analysis presented below I focus on the elections held since 1995 because before 1995 

there were only elections for the German community (since 1974) and Brussels (since1989) 

which can hardly be considered to be representative for the Belgium as a whole.  

 

3.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

As explained in the introduction of the book, we may differentiate between three 

operationalizations of congruence of the vote. Electorate congruence (NN-NR) compares the 

national vote at the national level with the national vote in a particular region. Election 

congruence (NR-RR) compares the national vote in particular region with the regional vote 

for that region. Finally, party system congruence (NN-RR) contrasts the vote for a national 

election to a particular regional election. Scores on each of the three indicators are displayed 

in Figure 3.1.  

We observe for the Belgian case that the indicator for electorate congruence (NN-NR) 

remains stable during 15 years (1946-1961). National elections held in these years 

 
18 Estimation based on the number of casted votes, since the absolute number of Flemish voters in Brussels is 

not known. 
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demonstrate a high similarity across territories since the observed scores remain around 20 

per cent. Yet, in 1961 and the electoral growth of the regionalist parties in Flanders, then in 

Wallonia and Brussels, led to an gradual increase of the dissimilarity. But the turning point is 

located in 1997. Electorate congruence almost doubles in size and reaches 55 per cent. In 

three years time, the Belgian party system was drastically transformed, due to the split of each 

of the three mainstream Belgian parties into two independent parties: the Christian-democrats 

into the Flemish Christelijke Volkspartij and the French-speaking Parti Social Chrétien; the 

liberals into the Partij voor Vrijheid en Vooruitgang and Parti de la Liberté et du Progrès; 

and the socialists into the Belgische Socialistische Partij and Parti Socialiste Belge.,Even if 

the Christian-democrats split in 1968, the party mainly presented joint lists until 1974. 

Together with the successes of the regionalist parties, this split of the three main Belgian 

parties explains most of the increase in dissimilarity between the national and regional vote. 

 

  Figure 3.1 around here. 

 

If one tracks the scores concerning party system congruence (NN-RR), it confirms previous 

observations on the absence of statewide parties: the vote for parties is concentrated in 

particular regions. Looking at figures per region confirms that the difference between the 

national and regional vote is lower for the largest region (Flanders). Dissimilarity reaches 36 

per cent in Flanders but is 47.1 per cent for the bilingual region of Brussels where parties 

from both communities compete. Figures for the two other sub-national entities (Wallonia and 

German-speaking community) are above 60 per cent. When analyzing dissimilarity scores 

over time, the German-speaking community sees its score for the NN-RR measure gradually 
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declining, from 77 per cent in 1974 to 63.9 per cent for the federal elections of 2010. The 

scores for the other regions are rather stable over time. 

The third measurement of congruence of the vote compares different types of elections but 

keeps the electorate constant, that is, the index compares the vote between the national and 

regional election for the same region (NR-RR). Figures for this index remain relatively 

modest, meaning that voters vote for the same parties in national and regional elections. The 

average figures per region range from five to ten per cent. More significantly, the figures are 

not stable over time. Indeed, the electoral calendar for regional elections – that is whether 

these elections are organized simultaneously with the national elections or whether they are 

held independently – has a significant impact on election congruence. When regional and 

national elections are held simultaneously, the index remains below five per cent, while it 

increases to 11-13 per cent in the case of non-simultaneous elections. Overall, dissimilarity of 

the vote in Belgium is mainly to be found in the case of the party system congruence while 

the election congruence remains low which means that voters from a region tend to express to 

same vote independently on the type of election (national or regional) while they tend to 

express a vote that is different from those of voters in other regions of the country. 

 

3.4. Second order election effects 

 

The measurement of turnout is crucial when one wants to test the second-order election 

model. This model implies that second-order elections are characterized by lower turnout as 

well as witness gains for the opposition, new and small parties but losses for the governing 

parties. Since voting is compulsory in Belgium, one does not expect to observe different 

turnout across types of elections. Figure 3.2 demonstrates that turnout is very stable not only 
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over time but also across types of elections. In other words, voters do not participate more in 

national than in regional elections and figures fluctuate between 88 per cent and 94 per cent of 

electoral participation, with the exception of the federal elections of 2010 (86 per cent). 

 

  Figure 3.2 around here. 

 

Comparing turnout across regions, one does not observe significant differences with the 

exception of the Brussels region. In this region, regional turnout is lower for national elections 

and both regional and national turnout is lower than for the other regions. For the period 

1987-2010, turnout for national elections averages 89.8 per cent in Brussels while it reaches 

91.7 per cent in the other three regions. For the period 1995-2009, the average turnout for 

Brussels elections drops to 83.2 per cent while it remains high in all the other regions (91 per 

cent). The differentiated turnout for Brussels may be linked to the urban character of the city-

region – turnout is proved to be lower in territories with higher population density (Geys, 

Heyndel, 2006) – and in the presence of numerous migrants. 

Differences in turnout across time can be related to whether regional elections are organized 

simultaneously with national elections as happened in 1995 and 1999. More than 3.5 per cent 

of the Brussels electorate participated in national elections but not in regional elections 

despite the fact that these elections were organized on the exact same day. However, these 

differences are not observed for the other regions. Overall, the second-order election 

hypothesis of lower regional turnout is not confirmed in the Belgian case taken as a whole, 

but it might still contribute to an understanding of the low regional turnout in the Brussels 

region although the difference with national turnout is not that significant. In sum, due to 

compulsory voting turnout in regional and national elections do not differ in Belgium. 
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Another expectation deriving from the second-order model is that governing parties should 

lose vote share in regional elections when compared to the previous national election whereas 

opposition, new and small parties should win vote share (see introduction to the book). Figure 

3.3 displays vote share changes for parties in national government and opposition at the time 

when the regional election was held. In general government parties loose vote share while, at 

the same time, opposition parties barely increase their vote shares with one exception (in 

2003). Overall, vote share gains or losses are rather modest and never exceed two per cent of 

the vote. This is probably due to the relative stability alongside the important fragmentation of 

the Belgian party system. An interesting effect of this behavior is to be found in the absence 

of dual voting or split ticket voting. Voters tend to vote for the same party at the national and 

regional level and therefore do not punish national parties in regional elections. 

 

  Figure 3.3 around here. 

 

Interestingly, the decoupling of the electoral calendars of the national and regional elections, 

combined with the de-pillarization of the society, produces another effect. Indeed, as indicated 

by the large standard deviations, we observe important differences across regions regarding 

the vote shares of governing and opposition parties, and more particularly when compared 

with the national elections of 2003 and 2007. We have seen above that the phenomenon of 

symmetrical coalitions across government tiers is an important feature of the Belgian political 

system. This kind of symmetry has been described by the concepts of ‘double symmetry’ 

(Dumont and Dewinter, 1999) or ‘congruent coalitions’ (Roberts, 1989; Swenden, 2002; De 

Winter et. al, 2006; Deschouwer, 2009) according to which the composition of the coalitions 

of the sub-national entities replicate the federal coalition. This practice was particularly well 
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entrenched until the elections of the federal and sub-national assemblies became non-

simultaneous in 2003. Since that date, the rule of the congruent coalitions across levels of the 

state has not always been followed (Dandoy et al., 2010). In other words, the large standard 

deviations that we observe for the years 2003 and 2007 can be explained by the fact that, for 

the first time in Belgium, some parties may be in government at the regional level while in the 

opposition at the national level and vice-versa. The patterns in turnout and vote share changes 

for parties in federal government and opposition do not indicate that Belgian regional 

elections can be conceived as second-order elections. The next question to ask is whether that 

means that subnational elections in Belgium are regionalized? 

 

3.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

Government congruence scores indicate whether the composition of the coalition at the 

national level is congruent with the ones observed at the regional level. The results for 

Belgium indicate that government congruence is rather stable over time and across regions 

and are all to be found between 50 and 58 per cent. This high dissimilarity scores can be 

easily explained by the fact that the government of the Flemish community only comprises 

Flemish parties and that the Walloon regional cabinet only comprises French-speaking ones 

while the federal cabinet is constitutionally composed of parties from both linguistic 

communities.19 

 
19 Article 99 of the Constitution states that the federal cabinet contains the same number of Dutch- and French-

speaking ministers. 
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Leaving aside the measurements before 1995 that only concern the Brussels region and the 

German-speaking community, we also observe relatively lower dissimilarity scores when 

regional and national elections are organized simultaneously (in 1995 and 1999). The fact that 

these elections are held on the same day contribute to the installation of more congruent 

coalitions, that is the same parties in the government at the regional and national levels. 

As stated above, the Belgian party system is basically composed of two separate and 

impervious party systems. In today’s Belgium, all parties may be considered as being regional 

and not one party competes in all four regions. Non-statewide party strength in regional and 

national elections since 1978 almost equals to 100 per cent. In part, the dual party system can 

be explained by the linguistic cleavage present in the Belgian society: political parties are 

organized according to linguistic lines which are sustained and even aggravated by a political 

debate on the autonomy or even independence of Flanders. 

Another important explanation for the split party systems concerns the electoral system. At 

the federal level, the electoral constituencies for the elections for the Senate are the three 

linguistic electoral districts (Dutch-, French- and German-speaking) while the electoral 

constituencies for the elections for the House are based on provincial districts. The only place 

were Flemish and French-speaking parties compete with each other is the electoral district of 

Brussels and its surroundings (the BHV district). However, the recent state reform of 2012 

splits the BHV electoral district into a Brussels district (dominated by the French-speaking 

parties) and a Flemish Brabant district (dominated by the Flemish parties) which will 

contribute to a further separation of the two party systems.  

At the regional level, the electoral system also reinforces the development of two separated 

party systems. The electoral districts for these entities cover mostly only unilingual territories, 

and therefore only Dutch-, French- and German-speaking parties compete in respectively 
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elections in Flanders, Wallonia and in the German-speaking community.20 In the bilingual 

Brussels region, both Flemish and French-speaking parties participate in elections but, as the 

number of seats for each linguistic group is fixed in the Brussels regional parliament (17 seats 

for the Dutch-speaking parties and 72 for the French-speaking parties), they do not compete 

for the same electorate after all. 

A final aspect which contributes to the split party system or, at least, did not foster the 

maintenance of a national party system, concerns the federal institutions. In the federal 

parliament (just as in the Brussels regional parliament), seats are allocated according to 

language group and special legislation and revision of the Constitution needs the support of a 

majority in each linguistic group. In addition, parity is the rule for the composition of the 

federal cabinet, meaning that each linguistic group delivers the same number of ministers. A 

similar rule applies for the Brussels regional government, where two ministers come from the 

Dutch-speaking community and two come from the French-speaking community. The 

French-speaking parties usually deliver the Minister-President. In sum, these rules for the 

composition of federal and regional governments and parliaments entail that Flemish and 

French-speaking parties in practice do not compete for votes in elections, seats in assemblies 

or even portfolios in cabinets. 

For an answer to the question whether regional elections are regionalized or not electoral 

scores for regionalist parties are of prime importance (see introduction to the book). The 

monster success of the Flemish regionalist party N-VA for the 2010 national elections is a-

typical for the electoral success of regionalist parties in Belgium since 1945. Basically, each 

 
20 In a few instances, French-speaking political parties participate in Flemish regional elections by 

creating a joint list and these parties often manage to obtain one seat. In the Flemish regional 

assembly, six seats are also allocated to the Flemish voters living in the Brussels region. 
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Belgian region has one or two regionalist party(ies): the Volskunie (VU)21 and the Vlaams 

Blok / Belang (VB)22 in Flanders, the Rassemblement Wallon (RW) in Wallonia, the Front 

des Démocrates Francophones (FDF)23 in Brussels and the Partei der Deutschprachigen 

Belgier (PDB) / ProDG in the German-speaking community. These parties received 

significant vote shares in the 1960s and 1970s and participated in several regional and 

national cabinets. In addition, numerous political parties also intended to defend the interests 

of specific regions as in the case of ProBruxsel or Rassemblement Wallonie-France (RWF) in 

respectively the Brussels and Walloon regions. 

Despite the high number of regionalist and regional parties and cabinet participation of 

regionalist parties, the representation of territorial interests is a relatively recent phenomenon. 

Between 1946 and 1961, regionalist parties mainly remained marginal actors in the Belgian 

party system. In the 1965 election, the Flemish (VU) and Brussels (FDF) regionalist parties 

obtained their first significant electoral successes, which were soon followed by the Walloon 

regionalist party (RW) in 1968. The vote shares for regionalist parties increase more or less 

linear to the national election of 1974 when they accounted for 27.1 per cent of the votes. 

 

Figure 3.5 around here. 

 

 
21 The Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA) – established in 2001 – considers itself as the heir of the VU (N-VA 

website: www.n-va.be/over-n-va/geschiedenis consulted 08/11/2012). 

22 Even if the Vlaams Blok / Belang can be primarily considered as an extreme-right party, an analysis of its 

party manifesto demonstrates that this party strongly focuses on decentralization issues (Walgrave and De Swert, 

2004). I therefore include this party in the analysis of regionalist parties. 

23 Which name was changed into Fédéralistes Démocrates Francophones in 2010. 
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The first regional election for the German-speaking community was held in 1974 and the 

PDB obtained a rather similar results (25.5 per cent). This party remained the second largest 

party in the region until 1986. However, the other regionalist parties were not as successful 

since they gradually lost most of their vote share after 1974. In 1985, these parties represented 

only 11.4 per cent of the national vote and their vote share oscillated around 10 per cent until 

2010, mainly due to the performances of the VB. The Walloon regionalist (RW) suffered the 

largest number of electoral defeats and basically disappeared in 1985. The two other parties 

(VU and FDF) had to create electoral alliances with mainstream parties (respectively the 

CD&V and the PRL) in order to secure their survival. 

Two factors may explain the declining results for regionalist parties. The first one is related to 

party competition. Regionalist parties not only face competition from other regionalist parties 

but the ‘mainstream’ parties emphasize the issue of decentralization in their party manifestos 

in an (successful) attempt to seduce the voter. In Wallonia it was mainly the PS which won 

back the support of regionalist party supporters and in Flanders it were the CVP in the 1980s, 

and the liberal VLD and PRL in the 1990s which attracted the voter in favor of 

decentralization. The second factor is related to the territorial accommodation of the 

regionalist demands. The successive state reforms and steps towards a federalization of the 

country lead to the fulfillment of most of the demands made by the regionalist party (creation 

of regions / communities, allocation of competences and fiscal autonomy, etc.) diminishing 

the policy importance of a vote for such parties (De Winter, 2006; Van Haute, Pilet, 2006). 

However, some regionalist parties increased in electoral strength despite the fierce 

competition by the mainstream parties on the decentralization issue. For example, the Vlaams 

Blok / Belang (VB) experienced a linear electoral success since 1991. However, one can 

easily explain its success by arguing that this party took over the votes of the VU. Indeed, in 

the 1971-2003 period, the combined vote share of the regionalist parties in Flanders for 



 99 

national elections remained rather stable. It is only since 2007 that Flemish regionalist parties 

saw their aggregated vote share increasing for both regional and national elections. 

Interestingly, the first regional elections in Wallonia and Flanders in 1995 were not rewarded 

by the voter in the form of an electoral success for the regionalist parties. During the 1995-

2009 period, regionalist parties obtain quite similar vote shares, in other words, regionalist 

parties do not perform better in regional elections when compared to national elections. 

 

3.6. Conclusion 

 

Belgium is a fascinating country for those who want to understand how a country can move, 

in a few decades, from a unitary state structure where national elections are clearly first-order 

elections to a federal structure that not only divides the country into regions and communities 

but which also produces a regionally divided party system. But for any student of the Belgian 

case, the fascination is rapidly replaced by the perplexity induced by the complexity of this 

country’s political system. 

Indeed, Belgium is the only country in Western Europe where the sub-national level is 

composed of two types of overlapping entities: the regions and communities. These entities 

have the same constitutional status but nevertheless differ in the extent of autonomy they 

enjoy, the competences they received and the financial responsibility they have. In that sense, 

Belgium is – together with the UK – also the only country that is fully asymmetrical, meaning 

that all sub-national entities are unique regarding their power and competences. This 

asymmetry is extended to the electoral process since not all of these entities hold elections 

and, for those that do hold elections, the observed electoral outcomes are strongly different. 
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A quick interpretation of regional elections results may be quite misleading. There are two 

findings which might support a nationalized interpretation of regional elections. First, the 

election congruence measurement (NR-RR) demonstrates that voters broadly vote for the 

same parties in regional and national elections, even when the elections are hold non-

simultaneously. Second, regionalist parties do not perform better in regional elections when 

compared to national elections, and they tend to lose in electoral strength over time.  

However, one can barely talk of a nationalization of regional elections. On the contrary, the 

high election congruence may equally indicate that national elections are actually 

regionalized. In addition, the losses incurred by regionalist parties are easily counterbalanced 

(and even explained) by the fact that all parties in Belgium have become regional parties. In 

today’s Belgium there are no statewide parties which participate across the whole territory, 

not even in national elections, and the traditional political parties – those created at the end of 

the 19th century – split according to linguistic cleavages. As a result, the party systems at the 

national became completely split into a Flemish and a French-speaking party system, which 

resulted in a party system incongruence (NN-NR) of almost 50 per cent of the vote shares. 

If one cannot talk about a nationalization of the regional elections, one can barely speak of 

second-order elections effects in Belgium, even though Van Aelst and Lefevere argued that in 

1995 and 1999, regional elections had a clear second-order character as they were held 

concurrently with the national ones (2012, p.9). With the exception of Brussels, turnout is not 

higher for national than for regional elections and when governing parties lose in regional 

elections, these losses tend to be very limited, and opposition parties also lose vote share. This 

electoral behavior can be explained by congruent government coalitions and the simultaneity 

of elections.  
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Going a step further, one can even argue that regional elections in Belgium are first-order 

elections and that, instead of a process of nationalization of regional elections, we observe a 

gradual regionalization of national elections (Deschouwer, 2008). In fact, the regionalization 

of national elections in Belgium started long before the introduction of the first statewide 

regional elections in 1995. The regionalization basically started in the 1960s with the 

establishment of a so-called linguistic border in 1962-63 and it was fostered by the change of 

the electoral system and by the creation of regional parliaments and communities in 1970 and 

1980.  

However, federal institutions are not the only factors contributing to the increasing 

regionalization of national elections. From the 1960s onwards, the Belgian media landscape 

also became gradually split between the Flemish and French-speaking communities. That 

process did not only involve the press but also radio and TV, including public television. 

Nowadays, the Belgian media landscape is completely split according to the linguistic divide 

and very few Belgians follow the media (TV, radio, newspaper) from the other side of the 

linguistic border (Sinardet et al., 2004). Political parties communicate with their voters within 

the language communities and the split up of the complete Belgian political arena might even 

result in a further radicalization of the party system.  

The results of the regional elections of 2004 and 2009, which were held non-simultaneous 

with national elections, showed that these could be considered as first-order elections (Van 

Aelst, Lefevere, 2012). The organization of the next regional elections in 2014 will be held 

together with the national and European elections and this will provide for a unique 

opportunity to test – via for example the collection of individual level data – the rank order of 

the various elections in Belgium. 
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Belgium: Towards a regionalization of national elections? 

 

Figure 3.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Belgian country excel file. 
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Figure 3.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Belgian country excel file. 
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Figure 3.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Belgian country excel file. 
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Denmark: The first years of regional voting after comprehensive reform24 

Yosef Bhatti 

Sune Welling Hansen 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

The Kingdom of Denmark, or equivalently the Danish Realm (‘Rigsfællesskabet’), consists of 

Denmark proper, the Faroe Islands, and Greenland. The Faroe Islands have had home rule 

since 1948, and Greenland since 1979 (self-government since 2009), and therefore 

responsibility for internal affairs. Therefore, both must by any reasonable standard be 

considered as independent states with distinct political systems, including electoral and party 

systems that differ from Denmark proper. We devote most attention to Denmark proper 

(henceforth referred to as Denmark) but also comment on the Faroe Islands and Greenland 

throughout the chapter. 

Denmark is among the most fiscally decentralized of the OECD countries (Thießen; 2003) 

with subnational government accounting for about two-thirds of final public consumption 

(OECD 2010). Like many other countries, the Danish government system consists of three 

tiers: The state, regions (regioner) and municipalities ((primær) kommuner), whose tasks are 

elaborated separately in the next section. Greenland and the Faroe Islands both have two tiers, 

 
24The authors are listed in alphabetical order of their given name and have contributed equally 

to the chapter. We are indebted to the editors for collecting most of the data and constructing 

several of the figures used in the chapter. We furthermore thank Ulrik Kjær, Kasper Møller 

Hansen and the editors for insightful comments to the manuscript. 
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the state and a municipal tier, the latter consisting of four municipalities on Greenland (since a 

municipal reform implemented on the 1st January 2009) with responsibility for tasks such as 

childcare, elementary school, culture and leisure as well as various social services. The 

municipal tier on the Faroe Islands is presently divided into 30 municipalities (having been 

reduced continually from 48 municipalities prior to 2004, and is expected to be further 

reduced in the coming years) with responsibility for such tasks as childcare, school buildings, 

local roads and harbors, and sanitation. 

Scholarly interest on Denmark has tended to focus on the municipal tier which is not 

surprising considering that the functional capabilities of the regional tier are quite limited, and 

have been so for many years, compared to the state and municipal tier. The fact is that 

citizens, in their everyday life, have much more contact with these two tiers, particularly with 

the municipalities, than with the regions – one important exception being when they need to 

consult a physician or go to a hospital (or are in need of a few other public services). 

However, one cannot infer from this lack of scholarly work, or the greater distance between 

the regions and the everyday life of the citizens, that regional election outcomes are 

unimportant. Voter behavior at this intermediate tier of government could in principle still 

affect election outcomes at the municipal or state level, and in the following we examine 

linkages between regional and national election outcomes. First, we discuss regional 

government, including the recent reform and regional elections. We then proceed by 

analyzing congruence between national and regional elections and in the third section we 

explore second-order election effects (that is turnout and vote share changes for parties in 

national government and opposition). Regionalization of the vote is discussed in section four 

and the fifth section discusses the results.  
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4.2. Regional government and regional elections25 

 

The Danish regions in their present form have a short history as they are the product of a 

comprehensive local government reform implemented on the 1st January 2007. The five 

present regions were preceded by 14 counties (amtskommuner) and two-to-three 

municipalities with both regional and municipal tasks (the Municipalities of Copenhagen, 

Frederiksberg and since 2003 Bornholm)26 – which in turn were the product of a 

comprehensive reform implemented in 1970 (for a description of the counties, see Ministry of 

the Interior and Health, 2002; and the new regions, see Danish Regions, 2012). The rationale 

behind the creation of new municipal and county structure in 1970 was to create units which 

were large enough to ensure efficiency in service production, and at the same time small 

enough for local and regional democracy to function properly (Pallesen, 2004:10). 

The process leading up to the last local government reform was relatively short and began in 

the summer of 2002. A political agreement was reached in June 2004 (Ministry of the Interior 

and Health, 2004) on a reform including large-scale amalgamations of municipalities (reduced 

from 271 to 98 units) and counties (reduced from 14 to five units), changes to the division of 

tasks between the state, the newly created regions and the municipalities, a new financing 

system for the regions, and changes to the organization of the regions (for a description of the 

 
25 In this chapter, we use the term regional (government) to refer to both the former counties 

and the present regions. 

26 The dataset used in this chapter contains, unless else is noted, 15 units for Danish proper - 

the 14 counties and a common unit for the capital area. The results may thus differ slightly 

from analyses that entirely exclude the capital area due to its status as municipalities with 

regional tasks. 
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reform, and the process leading up to it, see Mouritzen, 2010a, 2010b; Christiansen and 

Klitgaard, 2008; and Ministry of the Interior and Health, 2006). 

First, the former counties had a larger portfolio of tasks including hospitals and health 

insurance, upper secondary schools, care of mentally and physically disabled people, and 

regional public transport. The reform transferred many competences to the state and the 

municipalities, and today the regions primarily have responsibility for health and hospital care 

(the other tasks are regional development and social/psychiatric care). Second, both the 

counties and municipalities had the right to levy income and land taxes prior to the reform, 

and were free to set their own tax rates although subject to some restrictions. The regions, 

however, have no taxation privileges and are financed by state block grants (by far the largest 

financing source), state activity-related subsidies and municipal activity-related contributions 

(a municipal basic contribution was phased out as of 2012). These changes to the financing 

system entail that the regions have responsibility for the aforementioned tasks while the 

financial responsibility rests with the state and the municipalities. Finally, the organizational 

model previously used in both municipalities and counties, the committee-leader model 

(Mouritzen and Svara, 2002, p.60), is not allowed in the regions and has been replaced with a 

council model, with a regional council consisting of 41 elected councilors. The chairman is 

elected by the council. The council must set up a business committee, which the chairman 

chairs, consisting of 11 to 19 members elected by the council, which, among other things, is 

responsible for preparing the draft of the budget and administering the economy of the region. 

No other standing committees are allowed, only temporary advisory or preparatory ad hoc 

committees.27 

 
27 Prior to the last local government reform, the rules of local government were identical for 

the counties and the municipalities, and laid down in the Local Government Act. After the 
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The Danish regions vary substantially in terms of demographic and geographic size. In terms 

of population from roughly half a million inhabitants in the North Denmark Region, covering 

the northern part of Jutland, to 1.7 million in the Capital Region, the region covering the 

eastern part of Zealand; and in terms of area size from the Capital region with a size of circa 

2,500 square kilometers to the Central Denmark Region, covering the central part of Jutland, 

which is five times larger. Not surprisingly, population density likewise varies from 74 

inhabitants per square kilometer in the North Denmark Region to the Capital Region where 

the density is nine times larger. 

The new regional tier is generally viewed as an interim structure that is expected to disappear 

in the foreseeable future (for example, see the discussions in Krogh, 2011). Or that was at 

least the expectation prior to the last Parliamentary elections in September 2011 where the 

then incumbent government (comprising the Liberals and the Conservative People's Party – 

the latter of which has explicitly stated that the regional tier should be abolished –, backed by 

the Danish People’s Party) was replaced with a coalition comprising the Social Democrats, 

the Social Liberals and the Socialist People's Party, backed by the Unity List. Today, it is 

perhaps more unclear whether or not the Danish regions will be allowed to continue to exist. 

Elections to the regional councils use an electoral system of proportional representation 

(henceforth abbreviated PR), where each region constitutes an independent unit, and with 

 
reform, the rules for the regions are governed in a separate law: the Regional Government 

Act. However, the rules governing the election procedure for the regions and the 

municipalities are still laid out in a joint law: The Local and Regional Government Election 

Act. Danish laws are accessible online at http://www.retsinformation.dk/. 
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seats allocated according to the D’Hondt formula.28 This system is also used for electing 

councilors to the municipal councils and Danish members of the European Parliament. There 

are no formal thresholds (unlike in the Parliamentary elections where access to the 

compensatory is subject to thresholds), but the use of D’Hondt does create hidden thresholds 

in favor of larger parties or lists (Elklit, 2009), though one countermeasure is to form election 

or apparentements, which are permitted. Voting, which is not compulsory, takes place on the 

basis of lists of candidates submitted by either a political party, a group of local voters 

(referred to as a local list) or by a single individual. No distinction is made between these 

types of lists in the allocation of seats. Once seats have been allocated to the lists, candidate 

selection depends on which of two possible forms of list organization has been chosen by the 

list: Closed lists where candidates are nominated in a fixed order and are allotted non-personal 

(party) votes in that order, which gives the party, or list, influence on candidate selection; or 

open lists, the most widely used form, where candidates are selected in priority of their 

number of personal votes. 

Local elections are held simultaneously for the five regional councils and the 98 municipal 

councils. The date of the elections is the third Tuesday of November (since the elections in 

1981) and regional and municipal councilors are elected for a fixed four-year term.29 

Conversely, the 179 members of the Danish Parliament (Folketinget) are not elected for a 

 
28 Election results are published by Statistics Denmark (for the latest election in 2009, see 

Statistics Denmark, 2010), and are also accessible online at Statistics Denmark’s StatBank, 

www.statistikbanken.dk. 

29 Elections were held in the beginning of March prior to the 1981 elections. The election 

year was also altered in connection with the 1981 elections, and so the preceding election 

period was only 3½ years before. 



 112 

fixed term but the Danish Constitution prescribes that elections must be held every four years. 

Only once since 1974 have elections to the municipal and regional councils and Parliament 

been held on the same day (on 20 November 2001) (see Figure 4.1). On average, there has 

been 9½ months between each regional election and the nearest parliamentary election, with a 

standard deviation of 7½ months, and at the most 22 months (the elections held on 17 

November 2009). 

 

< Figure 4.1 here> 

 

With respect to the Faroe Islands and Greenland, each is allotted two seats in the Danish 

parliament and candidates are elected by PR (Elklit, 2009). Members of the Greenlandic and 

Faroese Parliaments (Landstinget and Løgtinget respectively), of which there are 31 and up to 

33 respectively, are elected using PR for a four-year term.30 Elections were last held in 

Greenland in 2005 and 2009, and on the Faroe Islands in 2008 and 2011. Likewise regional 

and municipal elections are held simultaneously with on both Greenland and the Faroe 

Islands. 

 

4.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

 
30 Rules on elections are laid down by act by the Greenlandic and Faroese Parliaments, cf. 

The Greenland Self-Government Act and The Home Rule Act of the Faroe Islands 

respectively. 
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This brings us to the relationship between regional and national elections, which can only be 

assessed for Denmark proper as the Greenlandic and Faroese party systems are independent 

of the Danish national party system, and are therefore not discussed further. As the five 

Danish regions have only been in existence for five years, we inevitably have to rely mainly 

on election outcomes for the counties which preceded the regions. We consider the period 

from the mid-1970s to the regional elections in 2009. 

The timing of regional and national elections in Denmark potentially makes the relationship 

complex, as fixed-term elections are used for electing councilors to the regional (and 

municipal) councils, but not for electing members of Parliament. This means that the timing 

of regional and national elections varies over time (see Figure 4.1).31 Some national elections 

have been held within a year after the regional elections (which is the case for the regional 

elections in 1974, 1993 and 1997), and some within a year before (1974 again and 2005); 

some regional elections have been held as close as within a month before or after a national 

election (in 1981 and the simultaneous elections in 2001), while there has been much more 

time between other regional elections and the nearest national election (in 1985, 1989 and 

2009). 

With this complexity in mind, let us turn to three measures of congruence, or similarity, 

between the national and regional vote. These are shown in Figure 4.2 and the interpretation 

of each measure is that smaller differences (low figures on the Y-axis) reflect greater 

similarity, that is higher congruence, whereas larger differences (high figures on the Y-axis) 

indicate incongruence. Party system (in)congruence (abbreviated NN-RR) is a measure of 

how similar the regional and national party systems are to each other at a given point in time, 

 
31 It should here be noted that parliamentary elections are usually called for only three to four 

weeks in advance. There is no formal rule which stipulates a time limit. 
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and is defined as the aggregate differences between the regional vote in the region and the 

statewide national vote, averaged across the regions (see the appendix for the precise 

calculation of this and the next two measures). As we can see, the regional and national party 

systems have become more similar since 1974 but not steadily so. Incongruence figures 

oscillate between 14 and 22 per cent throughout the 1970s, then stabilizes at a relatively low 

level (17-19 per cent) in the 1980s, and thereafter increases markedly in the early 1990s 

where it remains at 13 per cent quite stable to the present. Furthermore, the reform of the 

regional tier, which concerns the two most recent elections, has only led to marginal changes 

in party system congruence. 

 

< Figure 4.2 here> 

 

The question is whether increasing similarity between the regional and national party systems 

over the time period can be attributed to vote switching between elections or to different voter 

preferences across the regions. First, election (in)congruence (abbreviated NR-RR) is a 

measure of how similar regional and national elections are in a given region (that is dual 

voting), and is defined as the aggregate difference between the regional vote in the region and 

the national vote in the region. As we can see, regional and national elections become 

increasingly similar over the time period, and changes consistently with party system 

congruence. Fluctuations in party system congruence between consecutive elections are 

mirrored by fluctuations in election congruence.  

Second, electorate (in)congruence (abbreviated NN-NR) is a measure of how similar the 

regional and national electorates are, at a given point in time, defined as the aggregate 

difference between the national vote in the region and the statewide national vote. As we can 
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see, the dissimilarity has steadily decreased from 15 per cent to 5-6 per cent in the post-war 

period and the difference between the regional and national electorates has halved since the 

mid-1970s which is a clear sign of significant nationalization of the vote. The decline in 

electorate incongruence is comparable to the decrease in party system (and election) 

incongruence which suggests that greater similarity between regional and national electorates 

leads to increasing similarity between regional and national party systems. However, 

similarity between electorates cannot explain the fluctuations in party system congruence 

between consecutive elections, but does offer an explanation for the long-term trend towards 

greater similarity in party system congruence. 

The question is how we can explain the changes in congruence over the time period. One 

might conjecture that increasing similarity between national and regional party systems over 

time is due to a growing nationalization of the regional systems. However, local as well as 

regional elections in Denmark are dominated by the statewide parties, and regional parties 

have not had a strong foothold. An explanation for the changes in similarity over the time 

period should be sought in trends and events in national politics. The 1970s were a volatile 

period in Danish political politics with a total of five Parliamentary elections being held 

within a decade (including the 1973 ‘Earthquake’ elections, described later), and with short-

lived governments formed alternatingly by the two dominant parties, the Social Democrats 

and the Liberals, including a joint government formed by both parties (which was short-lived 

and the only of its kind in recent Danish history). The 1980s were likewise a tumultuous 

period with four Parliamentary elections being held (including two elections only eight 

months apart, held in 1987 and 1988). However, four consecutive governments were formed 

by the Conservative People's Party and the Liberals (in various coalitions with three other 

parties) from late 1982 onwards, until January 1993 when the government stepped down 

(without calling for new elections) as a consequence of the so-called Tamil Scandal (the core 
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of the scandal was an illegal stop for family reunifications of refugees with a Tamil 

background). By comparison, the 1990s were a more stable period in national politics with 

three elections being held and consecutive governments being formed by the Social 

Democrats and the Social Liberals (in various coalitions with two smaller parties). A shift in 

power then again occurred early in the 2000s with the Liberals and the Conservative People's 

Party forming four consecutive governments from late 2001 to mid-2011. In sum, the changes 

observed in party system congruence over the time period are mirrored in the government 

formation. The volatile changes in the 1970s coincide with governments alternatingly formed 

by the two dominant parties, the Social Democrats and the Liberals; and the stability in 

congruence observed for the 1980s, the 1990s and the 2000s coincides with consecutive 

governments formed by different parties. In sum, it seems plausible that national changes is 

what drives the congruence in the vote. 

We have so far compared the average degree of congruence at the regional and national level 

(as the three preceding measures are averaged across regions). The question is to what extent 

congruence varies between the regions, and how that variation has changed over time? This is 

assessed by using the coefficient of variation (henceforth abbreviated as CV), which is a 

normalized measure of dispersion calculated as the standard deviation divided by the mean 

(expressed in per cent by multiplying with 100).32 It should be emphasized that the 

 
32 The CV is therefore better suited to assess how variation changes over time than, say, the 

standard deviation, as differences in means is held constant. The coefficient can take on 

values between 0 and 100 with lower values reflecting less variation and higher values more 

variation. It is only sensible to calculate the CV when the means are not near zero which is 

satisfied for all three measures considered here (with a mean of between 5.2 and 22.6). 
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coefficient of variation measures dispersion relative to the mean and should not be interpreted 

as dispersion in absolute terms. The variation in congruence at the regional level is shown in   
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Figure 4.3. First of all, we see that regional variation in party system congruence (NN-RR) 

and election congruence (NR-RR) tends to be lower than variation in electorate congruence 

(NN-NR), with the latter fluctuating around 50 per cent and the former between 15 and 50 per 

cent. There is therefore considerable regional variation in congruence, particular with respect 

to electorate congruence. With respect to the trend over the time period, regional variation in 

party system congruence (NN-RR) changes considerably and starts by more than doubling 

from the mid-1970s to the late 1990s, and thereafter decreases to roughly the same level 

again. As we saw earlier, we again see a very similar pattern for election congruence (NR-

RR) which suggests that fluctuations between consecutive elections in the regional variation 

of party system congruence are mirrored in the regional variation in election congruence. 

Regional variation in electorate congruence (NN-NR), however, remains quite stable over the 

whole post-war period until the last decade where it begins to fluctuate more erratically. 

 

<   
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Figure 4.3 here> 

 

The overall picture is one of increasing regional differences from the mid-1970s to the late 

1990s, and thereafter a sharp decrease in the 2000s. The trend in party system congruence is 

once again attributable to how national and regional elections vary, indicating that trends and 

events in national politics are important for regional politics in Denmark. However, there is 

no straightforward explanation as to why regional variation in congruence has decreased in 

the preceding decade. 

It is also noteworthy to comment on one region which stands out compared to the rest, the 

capital city of Copenhagen, which is the most populous area of Denmark and had 

responsibility for both regional and municipal tasks prior to the last local government 

reform.33 Here, the regional and national party systems, as well as the regional and national 

electorates, differ more markedly than in the other regions of Denmark, and does so quite 

consistently over the time period. This is not surprising as the capital city is a traditional 

stronghold for the Social Democrats and therefore resembles national elections to a lesser 

extent compared to the other regions. 

To sum up, regional and national party systems in Denmark have increasingly become more 

similar since the mid-1970s, and fluctuations in similarity follow consistently trends in 

national government formation. Furthermore, over the preceding decade differences between 

 
33 Regional tasks in the remainder of the greater Copenhagen area were the responsibility of 

Copenhagen County. Today, the entire capital area is the responsibility of The Capital Region 

of Denmark. 
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the regions in party system congruence have declined after having steadily increased from the 

mid-1970s to the late 1990s. Regional elections do therefore not only increasingly resemble 

national elections. They also look more alike across the regions of Denmark.  

 

4.4. Second-order election effects 

 

As mentioned above, national and regional elections are usually not held simultaneously in 

Denmark, and only in 2001 were elections to the national Parliament, regional and municipal 

councils held on the same day. Thus, following second-order election theory, one would 

expect turnout in regional elections to be lower than in national elections (Reif and Schmitt, 

1980; Schakel and Dandoy, 2013), though to varying degrees as the time span between 

national and regional elections varies over time. 

 

< Figure 4.4 here> 

 

Figure 4.4 indicates that Denmark conforms to the second-order election model with regard to 

turnout.34 While turnout in national elections has been about 86 per cent on average during 

 
34 Note that in this section we report turnout rates as averages across regions. These turnout 

rates can sometimes differ slightly from national level turnout due the equal weight given to 

all regions regardless of population size. 
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the last 40 years, the corresponding number for regional elections is about 70 per cent 

(discarding the exceptional 2001 election). 

Why is turnout lower in regional elections than in national elections? When asked in surveys 

voters perceive the voting norm in municipal and regional as less binding than in national 

elections – probably due to lower perceived saliency (Elklit et al., 2007, p.86). A factor that 

also influences the gap, albeit only moderately, is that there are some differences in the 

eligible population to the two types of elections (Elklit et al., 2007). While only Danish 

citizens can vote for national elections, immigrants from EU countries, Iceland or Norway as 

well as other immigrants with permanent residence in Denmark for more than three years35 

have since the 1981 election been eligible to vote in local elections, increasing the size of the 

electorate by about five per cent (Thomsen, 2012). These immigrant groups typically have a 

lower turnout than voters eligible for both national and regional elections (Elklit et al., 2005; 

Bhatti and Hansen, 2010b). 

It should be noted that the turnout would most probably be substantially below 70 per cent if 

regional elections did not always coincide with municipal elections. Regional elections are 

normally considered much less salient by voters as the regions are mainly responsible for 

hospitals (after the 2007 reform even without the possibility of taxation) whereas the 

municipalities have responsibility for a wide variety of services closer to the daily life of 

citizens. Furthermore, voters identify geographically stronger with their municipality than 

their region. In a nationally representative survey from 2005, only two per cent of the Danes 

named the county as their primary geographical reference point. About ten per cent pointed to 

municipalities and 39 per cent to Denmark (Hansen, 2007; see also Kjær, 2003). It has also 

 
35 The three year rule was changed to four years after the last municipal election. However, 

the current government has stated their intention to overturn the change. 
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been shown that the voting norm is felt less strong for regional elections than for municipal 

elections (Elklit et al., 2007, p.86). 

There is some regional variation in turnout and the turnout gap. Turnout is consistently lowest 

in regional elections in the capital area (only about 60 per cent on average compared to about 

70 per cent for the country as a whole), and the turnout gap between national and regional 

elections is also larger here than in the country in general. This is part of a more general 

pattern. Variation in turnout between regions is substantially higher for regional elections than 

for national elections, increasing the gap between high turnout and low turnout entities in 

regional elections. Also, the turnout gap between national and regional/municipal elections 

has in general been found to be consistently largest in the most populous (often urban) 

municipalities – probably due to their socio-economic composition (Frandsen, 2003; Elklit et 

al., 2007; Bhatti and Hansen, 2010b). 

The national-regional turnout gap is not uniform across voter groups either. If we look at the 

turnout rates of various groups in national and regional elections, it is evident that especially 

groups that have a high tendency to abstain in national elections disproportionately drop out 

in local elections. In other words, there is a tendency for the difference between the high 

voting groups and the low voting groups to increase in low saliency (for example regional, 

municipal and European) elections (Elklit et al., 2005; Bhatti and Hansen, 2010a; Bhatti and 

Hansen, 2010b). For instance, turnout for 19-21 year-olds– a low voting group – was 46 per 

cent in the 2009 regional elections compared to 77 per cent in the 2001 simultaneous regional 

and national elections (a difference of 31 percentage points). For 60-69 years olds – a high 

voting group – the corresponding percentages were 72 per cent and 85 per cent (an only 13 

percentage point difference). Similar observations can be made for ethnic groups where the 

most frequent voting groups only experience moderate drops in turnout from national to 
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regional elections, while dramatic differences can be found for less politically interested 

groups (Bhatti and Hansen, 2010b).  

Looking at the trends across time, the turnout gap between national and regional elections 

adjacent in time has varied from about nine percentage points (1981 where the elections were 

held only one month apart) to about 23 per cent (1973 national elections versus the 1974 

regional elections). There is some evidence that regional elections experience a low turnout 

when held close to the previous national election (the correlation between turnout and time to 

the previous national election is about -0.3) and high when held close to an upcoming national 

election (the correlation between turnout and time to the next national election is about 0.4). 

One distinctive characteristic of Denmark in terms of turnout is that there, unlike most of the 

Western world, are no clear long term negative trends in turnout for national elections 

(Franklin, 2004). However, a slight decrease in regional turnout has occurred over the last 15 

years with turnout rates of 72 per cent in the 1990s compared to 70 per cent and 66 per cent in 

the two most recent regional elections in 2005 and 2009. Especially the decrease in 2009 has 

raised concerns that the reform of 2007 has lead to less permanent voter interest in the 

municipalities and the regions due to greater electorate size per entity and due to the shifts in 

the division of responsibilities (Lassen and Serritzlew, 2011). As turnout does not seem to 

decline in national elections, the national-regional turnout gap may increase in the future. 

Others would argue that municipal and regional elections actually experienced a similar 

turnout subsequent to the 1970 municipal reform which did not turn out to be permanent. It 

has also been speculated that part of the drop in 2009 can be attributed to a serious flu 

epidemic in large parts of the country in the weeks surrounding the elections. The next 

municipal and regional elections in 2013 will give an indication whether the lower regional 

turnout and higher national-regional gap is a temporary fluctuation or a more permanent 

feature of Danish democracy (Bhatti and Hansen, 2010a). 
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As noted in the description of the Danish system, two special cases are elections to the 

Faroese and the Greenlandic Parliaments which, as mentioned, are better compared to 

national elections than to regional elections. This is also reflected in the relative participation 

rates. Turnout to the Faroese (about 81 per cent on average) and the Greenlandic legislature 

(about 70 per cent on average) is consistently higher than to the turnout Danish parliament 

elections (about 70 per cent on average for the Faroe Islands and 60 per cent on average for 

Greenland) in the two regions. Parliamentary elections in the two Realm members thus do not 

show second-order characteristics with respect to turnout. This is not surprising given the 

strong national identity of Faroese and Greenlandic citizens, and the autonomy enjoyed by 

their national legislatures. 

Another prediction by the second-order election model is that parties in national government 

lose vote share in regional elections. As Figure 4.5 illustrate, there are no systematic 

differences between government and opposition losses in regional elections compared to the 

most recent national elections in Denmark. In four of the ten investigated elections the 

government wins and in six elections it loses, but the gains are largest in magnitude resulting 

in an average slightly above zero (that is a slight average gain). 

 

< Figure 4.5 here> 

 

Two elections stand out in the figure as for the magnitude of the vote share changes: The 

victory for the left-wing government in 1993 by almost ten per cent can be explained by the 

change of governments in January 1993 without a national election following the so-called 

Tamil Scandal. The municipal and regional election occurred shortly after the court of 

impeachment had started its trial against the former Conservative Minister of Justice. The 
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similar-sized but slightly lower victory in 1974 occurred in a highly unstable era in Danish 

politics following the 1973 ‘Earthquake’ elections where the four old parties (the Social 

Democrats, the Liberals, the Social Liberals and the Conservatives) lost about one-third of 

their votes due to a variety of factors – for example discontent with Social Democrats profile 

as too leftist, sky rocketing oil prices, discontent with the old parties following the EC 

elections of 1972 and a reaction to the changes caused by the youth rebellion in the 1960s. 

Though the Danish party system was significantly changed, especially the governing party, 

the Liberals, bounced back in the following elections in 1975 which can explain their good 

performance at the 1974 regional elections. 

One possible reason for the lack in systematic differences between government and 

opposition losses in regional elections in Denmark could be the difficulty of attributing 

responsibility due to the fact that Danish national politics since 1973 has been characterized 

by the frequent occurrence of minority coalition governments with frequent cooperation 

between the political blocs (see for example Green-Pedersen, 2001).While there is no uniform 

tendency in government gains or losses from national elections to subsequent regional 

elections, existing studies have shown that regional elections are indeed affected by national 

politics. National and regional elections are not very congruent, but changes in national 

opinion do lead to similar changes in regional election results, though the extent to which this 

happens varies substantially across election cycles (Thomsen, 1997; Thomsen, 2003). 

 

4.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

To what extent does the regional vote lead to regional government change? As for 

government congruence is concerned, we look at whether the regional mayor is from a 
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national government party and find stability across time. For the counties the share of regional 

mayors from government parties was relatively stable around 50 per cent – slightly higher 

when bourgeois governments (that is the Liberals and the Conservative People's Party) were 

present at the national level and slightly lower when the Social Democrats were in power. The 

main reason for this stability is that regional government turnover is very rare in Denmark. 

Nine of the 16 regions (including the two municipalities with regional competences) did not 

experience a single turnover in the party controlling the mayoralty from 1974 to 2005; and 

two regions only experienced turnover within one side of the political spectrum. Finally, in 

the two elections for the new regions only a single party turnover has occurred. In other 

words, control of the regional mayoralty very rarely changes in the Danish regions which 

makes that government congruence remains very stable over time. 

Regional and national elections in Denmark are, as mentioned earlier, dominated by state-

wide parties. At the 2009 regional elections, the only local or regional parties to receive 

representation were Lokallisten Region Syddanmark (one seat) and Fælleslisten Vest (two 

seats), occupying only 1.5 per cent of the total seats in the regional councils. The local and 

regional lists’ share of the total number of valid votes cast for the regional elections was 

somewhat higher at 4.2 per cent (Statistics Denmark, 2012: AKVA3). In comparison, local 

and regional lists received 4.6 per cent of the votes and 4.7 per cent of the mandates in the 

simultaneous municipal elections (Statistics Denmark, 2012: VALGK3; Elklit and Hopmann, 

forthcoming). The relative inability to convert votes into seats in regional elections is 

probably a reflection that most non-statewide lists running to the regional elections are local 

rather than regional in nature. Therefore they are not able to amass a sufficient share of the 

votes to cross the effective threshold of representation in regional elections which is caused 

by the few entities in combination with the D’Hondt election formula in local elections. 
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Greenland and the Faroe Islands are as constituent countries natural exceptions to this general 

pattern of limited regional party strength. As mentioned above, the two entities run separate 

elections to the Danish parliament. Statewide Danish parties do not run in Greenland and the 

Faroe Islands in any type of elections even though some of the parties have traditionally 

aligned with Danish parties when elected to the Danish parliament. In Greenland the support 

of Inuit Ataqatigiit, a party with a strong (Greenlandic) separatist identity, has increased 

dramatically in both Greenlandic parliamentary elections and elections for the Danish 

Parliament (33 per cent support in the 2007 regional elections compared to 13 per cent in the 

1984 elections). In the Faroe Islands the share of votes for separatist parties has remained 

relatively stable around 40-50 per cent in both Faroese Parliament Elections and Danish 

Parliament Elections for the last decades. 

 

4.6. Discussion 

 

The regional tier of the Danish government system underwent a dramatic change in 2007 

when the existing counties were replaced by larger regions with fewer competences and no 

taxation privileges. The findings of this chapter are primarily based on election outcomes in 

the former counties in addition to the two first elections to the new regions after the reform. 

As it is difficult to know how profound an impact the reform will have on voter behavior in 

regional elections, the conclusions presented below should be read with some caution. 

What role do regions play in Denmark? As mentioned in the introduction, Denmark is among 

the most fiscally decentralized of the OECD countries with municipalities playing a dominant 

role in service delivery. Regions play a more marginal role and are at elections often 

overshadowed by the municipal tier due to their coinciding electoral cycles. These factors, 
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along with the (partly well-founded) expectation that municipal and regional electoral 

outcomes are for all practical matters identical, are probably also the reason why the regions 

have received relatively modest attention in studies of Danish electoral behavior. 

The small vote share differences between regional and national elections is also mirrored in 

the increasing similarity of the regional and national party systems, which has been an 

ongoing process since the mid-1970s. This can be attributed to greater similarity in both 

elections and electorates at the regional and national level. Furthermore, differences between 

the regions have decreased over the last decade and regional elections, therefore, increasingly 

resemble national elections and are also increasingly similar across the five Danish regions. 

Another feature of the Danish regions is the lower turnout compared to national elections, 

though the participation rates at 70 per cent are comparatively high in an international 

perspective. In recent elections an increase in the national-regional turnout gap can be 

observed, though it is far too early to say whether this is a temporary fluctuation or a more 

permanent feature. The Faroe Islands and Greenland are natural exceptions as their statewide 

elections are better compared to other national elections. 

There are no indications that government parties lose more in regional elections compared to 

national elections as one would expect according to the second-order election model. 

However, national and regional elections are connected in terms of voting behavior since 

there is a strong relationship between changes in national opinion and changes in regional 

party support. 

Furthermore, the strength of regional parties in Danish regional elections is limited. Non-

statewide parties get less than five per cent of the vote in regional elections and only three of 

the 205 currently elected councilors represent regional lists in the regional councils, 

presumably in part due to hidden thresholds in the electoral system used for local elections. 
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The opposite is the case in the Faroe Islands and Greenland (who have separate party 

systems) where separatist parties obtain high vote shares (for Greenland especially in the 

recent decades). 

So should regional elections in Denmark best be viewed as regionalized or nationalized? The 

answer is both as it differs for the members of the Danish Realm. On the one hand, the case of 

Denmark proper suggests that regional elections are subordinate to national elections, 

although the timing of national and local-regional elections makes the relationship between 

national and regional elections complex. Turnout is consistently higher in national elections, 

and the gap to regional elections would presumably be even greater if regional and local 

elections were not held simultaneously. Furthermore, regional (as well as local) elections are 

dominated by statewide parties and there is a strong relationship between changes in party 

support to national elections and changes in regional elections. On the other hand we have the 

case of the Faroe Islands and Greenland. Turnout is higher to Faroese and Greenlandic 

parliamentary elections than Danish national elections, and there are indications of a clear 

tendency for regionalization as separatist parties obtain high vote shares. This is no surprise as 

these two entities are normally considered as constituent countries. In essence, the complexity 

in how regional and national elections are linked in the Danish case mirrors the complexity of 

the Danish Realm. 
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Denmark: The first years of regional voting after comprehensive reform 

 

Figure 4.1. Dates of Regional/Municipal and Parliamentary elections, 1974-2013 

 

Note: Regional Elections are abbreviated ’R’ and National (Parliamentary) Elections ’N’. Dates for 

regional and municipal elections (DD/MM/YYYY): 5/3/1974, 7/3/1978, 17/11/1981, 19/11/1985, 

21/11/1989, 16/11/1993, 18/11/1997, 20/11/2001, 15/11/2005, 17/11/2009. Next elections are to be 

held on 19/11/2013 (marked in parentheses). Dates for Parliamentary elections: 4/12/1973, 9/1/1975, 

15/2/1977, 23/10/1979, 8/12/1981, 10/1/1984, 8/9 1987, 10/5/1988, 12/12/1990, 21/9/1994, 11/3/1998, 

20/11/2001, 8/2/2005, 13/11/2007, 15/9/2011. 
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Figure 4.2. Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Danish country excel file. 
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Figure 4.3: Regional variation in congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shows are coefficients of variation (in per cent) for the three measures of congruence. 
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Figure 4.4: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Danish country excel file. 
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Figure 4.5: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Danish country excel file. 

 

  

-20

-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

20
19

74

19
78

19
81

19
85

19
89

19
93

19
97

20
01

20
05

20
09

Pa
rty

 v
ot

e 
sh

ar
e 

ch
an

ge
 (%

)

Opposition Government



 135 

Table 4.1: Population, area size and population density in the five regions 
 

Name Population Area size Population density 

Capital Region of Denmark 1,714,589 2,546 673.4 

Region Zealand 817,907 7,218 113.3 

Region of Southern Denmark 1,201,342 12,257 98.0 

Central Denmark Region 1,266,682 13,000 97.4 

North Denmark Region 579,996 7,874 73.7 

Denmark in total 5,580,516 42,895 130.1 

 

Notes: Figures are per 1st January 2012. Population is expressed in number of inhabitants, 
area size in square kilometers and population density in number of inhabitants per square 
kilometer.  

 

Sources: Statistics Denmark’s StatBank, tables FOLK1 and ARE207. 

 

  



 136 

France: regional elections as ‘third-order’ elections? 

Fabien Escalona 

Simon Labouret 

Mathieu Vieira 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

Regional elections have not received a lot of academic interest in France. Specialists in 

French electoral studies have generally preferred to focus on presidential and legislative 

elections. The scientific coverage of the regional level of government even reached a low 

point in 2010. Contrary to what had previously occurred, there were no special issue of the 

Revue française de science politique and no collective book1 devoted to the 2010 regional 

elections. The only analyses consisted of some articles (Gougou and Labouret, 2010; Martin, 

2010; Muxel, 2010), and a special issue of the Revue politique et parlementaire. This lack of 

interest from French scholars in regional elections is probably due to the weak institutional 

power of regions and the low territorial diversity in election results. Even more striking seems 

to us the scarcity of discussions around the regionalization of regional elections. Although this 

trend has been identified on a limited scale, that is tenuous and restricted to few regions 

(Dupoirier, 2004), the dominant approach tends to interpret regional elections as 

‘intermediary elections’ (Parodi, 1983, 2004). The notion of ‘intermediary elections’ reflects 

the perceived subordinate nature of regional elections to the national electoral arena. In this 

theoretical framework which echoes second-order election theory, regional election results are 

expected to be driven by national forces, especially when the government is unpopular. The 
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logic that lies behind this notion of the ‘intermediary elections’ is therefore that of the 

‘sanction vote’ in combination with low localism. 

Interestingly, the introduction of regional elections came along with a proportional system 

which provided opportunities for new parties to enter in the multilevel party system. It has 

been argued that regional elections may have a long-lasting impact for the national electoral 

arena (Jadot, 2001). This is particularly true for France where new party representation at the 

national level is hampered by the effective thresholds induced by majoritarian rule for 

legislative elections. The proportional electoral system of regional elections provides 

opportunities for new parties to gain visibility, obtain institutional positions and eventually 

influence the composition of the party system at the national level. That is why it would be a 

mistake to assert that the subordinate status of regional elections implies that regional 

elections do not matter at all. Dupoirier (2004) even defended the opposite point of view, 

arguing that these elections rather provided great opportunities for new political parties and 

providing empirical support for regional elections held until 1998.  

The next section outlines the characteristics of regional elections and institutions in France. 

We then analyze congruence between regional and national elections and describe second-

order election effects in regional elections. We conclude by discussing additional political, 

sociological and institutional variables that can help to a better understanding of French 

regional elections characteristics.  

 

5.2. Regional government and regional elections 
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From the outset it must be said that regions are the weakest of the three levels of local 

government that exist in France (called collectivité territoriale). Path dependency and the 

institutional framework explain this statement. The municipality is the oldest local authority 

and French citizens tend to be very attached to this local government which is endowed with 

competences that affect their daily life in fields such as social aid, education, housing and 

basic public services. Departments were created during the French revolution and have been 

assigned a wide range of powers in health and social action, transports, and middle school. 

The number of competences and financial resources they detain are larger than those of the 

regions. In addition, most of the regions do not have a strong historical identity, apart from 

Alsace, Brittany and Corsica. 

The introduction of regional elections has been quite recent, as regionalization started just 

after the Second World War with the creation of administrative regions which were set up 

with the thought that economic and infrastructure problems are more efficiently handled at the 

regional than at the departmental level. Whereas municipalities and departments benefited 

from decentralization laws passed already in the first years of the Third Republic, regional 

decentralization was only launched one century later when regional public institutions were 

created in 1972 and authorized to develop regional policies.  

The real consecration of regions as democratic local governments followed in 1982, when the 

‘First Act of decentralization’ was implemented. Regions obtained the same legal status as 

municipalities and departments which entailed that the administration of local authorities 

should be done by authorities elected by universal suffrage. In the years that followed, a 

whole series of laws were passed to transform regional institutions and which transferred the 

necessary competences. The rules pertaining to the election of regional councilors were 

established by the law of 10 July 1985. Regional elections were thereby established 140 years 

later than for departmental elections which were introduced in 18482. Following the decisive 
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reforms implemented during the 1980s, the ‘Second Act of decentralization’ was passed in 

2003 which amended the Constitution. Henceforth it states that the French Republic has a 

decentralized organization. Since regions are recognized as collectivités territoriales in the 

Constitution, regions have the same status as municipalities and departments (Oberdorff, 

2004, p.169). France nevertheless remains a unitary state, which implies that most authority is 

still endowed to national representatives. 

Competences conferred to the regional level are extensive, but they have little to do with 

management of services that directly affect the citizen. Its main role consists of stimulating 

and cordoning policies in favor of local socioeconomic actors, developing the infrastructures 

of its territory (for example rail transports), and especially managing the vocational training 

and high schools. The 2003 reform opened possibilities to depart from the common law and to 

give regions some extra competences (for example the management of EU structural funds or 

the maintenance of public heritage). In contrast to the regional tier, the departmental level is 

involved in many policies: social assistance (childhood protection, support for disabled and 

elderly), secondary schools, the road network and providing subsidies to a large number of 

associations. Municipalities play a key role in urban planning and in the maintenance of 

elementary schools, in addition to a general competence on all matters related to their own 

management. The competence allocation between the three levels of government makes 

therefore that departments and municipalities are far more visible to the citizen than regions. 

According to an opinion poll conducted in 2006, a third of the French did not know the name 

of the region in which he lived36. In addition, 21 per cent of them considered it was the 

municipal level that had the greatest impact on their daily lives, against 12 per cent for the 

regional and (surprisingly enough) 6 per cent for the departmental level. 

 
36 Ipsos, ‘Décentralisation : les Français veulent faire marche arrière’, December 2006. 
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Two regional governments, Ile-de-France and Corsica, have a special status3. Regarding the 

first, it mainly means access to specific and additional financial resources (taxes and revenue 

from loans granted by the region). But Corsica differs with respect of some of the regional 

institutions. All the other regional governments are called regional councils, which are elected 

every six years. The number of councilors depends on a demographic criterion, from 43 for 

Limousin and Franche-Comté to 209 for Ile-de-France. Regional councilors are divided into 

political groups, and must sit at least once a quarter to deliberate on regional affairs. The 

regional council elects the president of the regional council for six years. The president 

represents the region, prepares the budget and heads the regional administration. In Corsica, 

the council is called the ‘Corsican Assembly’, and its 51 members have the explicit task to 

control the ‘executive council’, which is composed of one president and eight councilors. The 

Corsican Assembly has also its own president. 

The first regional elections were held in 1986, together with the legislative elections. 

Subsequent elections in 1992, 1998 and 2004 coincided with cantonal elections (for 

departments) but no longer with statewide elections. The elections of 2010 were the only ones 

held non-simultaneously with other types of elections. All regional elections are held at the 

same date (with the exception of the Corsican by-elections of 1999) and horizontal 

simultaneity is a factor that is expected to reinforce second-order effects in regional elections.  

The electoral system for regional elections has been modified at the turn of the 2000s. From 

1986 to 1998, seats were attributed according to a proportional system with blocked lists in 

each department. As a result, regional elections were organized on a departmental basis, that 

is, a party could present lists in only one or more departments in a particular region. In 1998, 

controversies around alliances between the moderate right and the far right in some regions 

revealed a general difficulty in reaching stable majorities. Two laws were consequently 

passed (under the left in 1999 and under the right in 2003) in order to counteract the tendency 
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of political fragmentation in regional councils. The first reform gave the winning list a 

‘majority’ bonus of 25 per cent of the total seats4 and introduced a second round if no list 

gained 50 per cent of the valid votes in the first round. The second reform increased the level 

at which a list can compete in the second round (from five to ten per cent of the valid votes5) 

and substituted a single regional constituency to the departmental constituencies6. In between 

the two rounds, lists that have obtained more than five per cent can merge with a list that has 

reached ten per cent. As a result, it has become more difficult for small independent lists to 

deliver representatives7. Furthermore, the runoff and the ‘majority’ bonus have deeply 

affected parties’ strategies: in the previous system, alliances were formed after the elections, 

when parties had to build a majority in order to elect a President. In the new system, alliances 

are necessarily revealed before the elections, at least before the second round, as each party is 

prompted to build large alliances in order to secure the ‘majority bonus’. As a result, the 

moderate right and the far right can no longer make arrangements without the consent of the 

voters, as it occurred in 1986 and 1998. The mixed electoral system introduced in 2004 favors 

big parties and their allies to the detriment of small parties that cannot enter into any alliance. 

According to several scholars, the new electoral system also reinforced the second-order and 

intermediary status of regional elections (Dupoirier, 2004; Patriat, 2004). It also led to an 

increased personification of party politics as it is almost certain that the head of the winning 

list will be elected president, so that voters choose not only between party lists but also 

between presidential candidates. A final important impact of the electoral system reform is 

that enforced parity of male and women candidates has massively contributed to the 

feminization of the regional councils. 

A recent electoral reform was adopted by the right in 2010. The reform proposes to merge 

regional and departmental councilors into a body of 3,000 ‘territorial councilors’ and 

introduces a uninominal system with two ballots and a threshold of preservation in the second 
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round set at 12.5 per cent of registered voters. The law is supposed to be implemented in 

2014, but the Socialist Party has already announced that it wants to repeal the law once it 

gains the majority. The fate of the reform is therefore quite uncertain.  

 

5.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

Do we observe – contrary to the nationalization thesis (Caramani, 2004) – a differentiation of 

voting behavior in France across the regions? To answer this question we use the 

Dissimilarity index conceptualized by Schakel (2013). The aim of this index is to explain 

variations between regional and national vote shares. Results range from 0 per cent for a total 

congruence to 100 per cent for total incongruence. Following Hearl, Budge and Pearson 

(1996), Jeffery and Hough (2003) and Dupoirier (2004), Schakel operationalizes congruence 

in the vote through three measurements. Electorate congruence (NN-NR) evaluates the degree 

of congruence between the national vote at the statewide level with the national vote in the 

region. Party system congruence (NN-RR) explains the degree of similarity between the 

national vote at the statewide level and the regional vote in the region. Election congruence 

(NR-RR) measures the degree of congruence between the national vote in the region and the 

regional vote in the region. Figure 5.1 displays congruence of the vote across the regions 

according to the three conceptualizations discussed above.  

 

[Figure 5.1 about here] 
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From figure 5.1, we may observe two important developments in congruence of the vote. 

First, electorate congruence (NN-NR) confirms the nationalization thesis of Caramani (2004). 

In other words, since the end of World War II we note a constant evolution towards the 

territorial homogenization of electoral behavior. Indeed, whereas the curve oscillated around 

20 per cent during the period 1945-1962, it fluctuates around ten per cent since 1997. This 

clear trend toward an increasing nationally integrated electorate hides three regions where 

incongruence is more pronounced: Corsica, Alsace and Limousin. With a respective average 

of 34.9 per cent, 25.4 per cent and 22.5 per cent for the period 1945-2007, these three regions 

exceed the average for the other regions by almost ten per cent – or 20 for Corsica. 

Nevertheless, the legislative elections of 2007 suggest a reduced differentiation concerning 

these three regions. 

Second, the party system (NN-RR) and election (NR-RR) congruence curves reveal that the 

magnitude of incongruence between national and regional elections varies considerably from 

one election to another and change in party system congruence (NN-RR) seems to be related 

to election congruence (NR-RR). In other words, it might be that regional elections have 

indeed an ‘intermediary election’ logic which suggests that vote differences might be 

explained by anti-government and pro-opposition swings.  

The concomitance of the legislative and regional elections in 1986 explains the high 

congruence between the two levels. In this respect, Habert and al. (1992) consider these 

elections as ‘a-regional’. In the next section, we will explore the extent to which the 1992, 

2004, and 2010 elections confirm the second-order election model by looking in how far the 

results resemble a ‘sanction vote’. This phenomenon did not happen in the 1998 elections 

since the national government had just been installed and was still popular. 
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5.4. Second-order election effects 

 

French regional elections are held at the same date, but their place in the national election 

cycle has greatly varied since the 1980s. The first regional elections held in 1986 were 

exceptional as they were the only ones to be organized on the same day as legislative 

elections (both consisted of one round only). Subsequent regional elections took place 

between two legislative elections. However, the time between the regional and national 

elections varied: the 1992 regional elections took place at the very end of the 1988-93 

national electoral cycle; then, the 1998 regional elections were organized less than one year 

after the 1997 early legislative elections; finally, the regional elections of 2004 and 2010 were 

held ‘mid-term’ as they took place two or three years after or before the renewal of the 

National Assembly. As a result, we expect the French case to be a good case for testing the 

electoral timing hypothesis, which states that the extent of second-order election effects 

depends on the precise timing of the regional election in the national election cycle (see the 

introduction). Furthermore, as the ‘Second Act of decentralization’ increased the powers of 

the regional assemblies, we may expect second-order election effects to have decreased in 

2004 and 2010 (regional authority hypothesis). 

Figure 5.2 presents the turnout figures averaged over regions in the first rounds of the 

legislative and regional elections (with their standard deviation)8. Although turnout fluctuates 

greatly, there is a noticeable trend toward lower voter turnout, both at the national and the 

regional levels. Before 1981, turnout in the first round of legislative elections used to be 

around 80 per cent of the registered voters with only one outlier in 1962 when turnout went 

under 75 per cent. Short-term cross pressures explain the low turnout for the 1962 early 

legislative elections, as they were held less than one month after the national referendum on 
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the paramount issue of the direct election of the President, in which a large majority of voters 

realigned and opposed traditional parties in order to support President de Gaulle’s position 

(Martin 2000, p.62-3). Since 1981, voter turnout has steadily declined to reach a record low 

level in 2007 at around 60 per cent. This secular decline may be observed in the legislative 

elections held in isolation (1986, 1993, 1997) as well as in those organized in the wake of a 

presidential poll (1981, 1988, 2002, 2007). As in most post-industrial democracies, it has 

mainly resulted from a decline in the sense of civic duty to vote and has been triggered by 

generational replacement (Bréchon, 2011). 

 

[Figure 5.2 about here] 

 

A decline in turnout also occurred in regional elections with two striking accelerations in 

1998 and 2010. One may notice that turnout levels in 1992 and 2004 were quite similar to 

those registered in legislative elections (1988 or 1993; 2002 or 2007), while turnout in 1986 

almost perfectly matched the turnout level in the legislative elections that were held on the 

same day. As we shall argue in the discussion, the similar levels of turnout for regional and 

national elections arise because legislative elections are not always genuine first order 

elections, as the French polity is a semi-presidential system in which presidential elections 

take on a first order status. 

If we leave aside the particular case of 1986 (vertical synchronization), one is still confronted 

with substantial differences in regional turnout: why was turnout so low in 1998 and 2010 and 

relatively high in 1992 and 2004? An explanation may be provided by the national 

government’s approval rating. In a context of great resentment against the national executive, 

like in 1992 and 20049, turnout in regional elections tends to be relatively high. Many voters 
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who are not interested in regional issues but are unhappy with government policies decide to 

go to the polls in order to send a message of protest. Such a mainspring was absent in 1998, as 

the regional elections took place just ten months after the beginning of cohabitation, when 

new Prime Minister Jospin was still popular10. The 1998 regional elections were hence 

‘appeasement elections’ (Parodi, 2004, p.541) and voter turnout dropped. However, the 

government popularity cannot explain why voter turnout reached a new record low level in 

2010, as President Sarkozy and Prime Minister Fillon were both highly unpopular11. As the 

regional elections of 2010 were not organized together with cantonal elections, unlike those of 

1992, 1998 and 2004, it has been suggested that the disconnect with cantonal elections may 

explain the drop in turnout (Fauvelle-Aymar, 2011). However careful analysis of the data 

indicates that holding the regional elections in isolation had only a marginal impact and did 

not account for more than three points in voter turnout (Gougou and Labouret, 2010, 2011a). 

The recent widening gap in turnout between legislative elections and regional elections 

remains therefore puzzling and suggests that the desire to sanction the executive was less 

powerful than the sense of resignation (‘politics is powerless’) that has resulted from the 

inability of the government to deal with the economic crisis. One may also suggest that the 

number of second-order elections held since 2007 (municipal and cantonal elections in 2008, 

European elections in 2009), lead to a voter’s fatigue for the 2010 regional elections and 

voters did not care to cast yet another sanction vote. 

A closer look on the standard deviations for both national and regional elections reveals an 

outlier status for Corsica. In legislative elections, Corsica’s turnout figures used to be much 

lower than the average turnout figures until the 1980s. The gap was more than ten or 15 points 

from 1951 to 1978. It reduced to around 5 points in the 1980s and the 1990s. In 2007, turnout 

in Corsica (60.8 per cent) almost matched turnout in metropolitan France (61 per cent). As a 

result, when Corsica is left out of the calculation, standard deviations do not reveal a trend, 
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but once Corsica is included one may observe a steady decline until 1993. Lower turnout in 

the island in legislative elections has resulted from independentist attitudes, but also from 

massive overestimation of the number of registered voters because of electoral fraud in local 

elections and emigration (lots of Corsicans living on the continent used to remain registered in 

the island). As those practices have become less frequent, the gap has reduced. Furthermore, 

revision of the registration lists in 1992 cut one quarter of the eligible Corsican electorate 

(Olivesi and Pastorel, 1993). This sudden drop in the numerator explains most of the surge of 

the standard deviations for regional elections between 1986 and 1992: standard deviations 

computed including Corsica increase from two in 1986 to 3.9 in 1992, although figures 

excluding Corsica increase only from two to 2.7. Corsican turnout in regional elections was 

slightly lower than the average in 1986 but has since then become much higher. Strong 

regional identity induces greater mobilization in Corsica than in continental France in regional 

elections. Furthermore, Corsica’s turnout in regional elections is generally higher than 

Corsica’s turnout in legislative elections, which means that regional elections in the island 

cannot be conceived as second-order elections. In 1986, Corsica was the only region in which 

turnout in the regional elections was slightly greater (+ 0.4 point) than turnout in the 

legislative elections (both were held simultaneously). In the 1992 regional elections Corsica’s 

turnout reached 82.8 per cent, whereas turnout in the island was only 68.2 per cent in the 1993 

legislative elections. The gap became smaller between the 1998 regional election (68.5 per 

cent) and the 1997 legislative election (62.1 per cent), and between the 2004 regional election 

(72.5 per cent) and the 2002 legislative election (62.5 per cent). In 2010, the gap reduced 

again, but Corsica’s turnout in regional elections remained slightly higher than island’s 

turnout in the 2007 legislative elections (62.4 per cent against 60.8 per cent). 

Generally speaking, standard deviations are dependent on the average level of turnout: lower 

average turnout figures tend to be associated with higher standard deviations, as low turnout 
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produces a more contrasted geography of voter mobilization than high turnout. Besides the 

unique case of Corsica, voter turnout in both regional and legislative elections is strongly 

shaped by the urban/rural divide and by the social stratification of regions: turnout is 

generally higher in mainly rural regions such as Limousin or Midi-Pyrénées than in 

dominantly urban regions such as Ile-de-France or Rhône-Alpes, while lowest turnout is to be 

found for regions with a large proportion of blue-collar workers such as Lorraine or 

Champagne-Ardennes. 

Figure 5.3 displays changes in vote shares between the regional election and the previous 

national election for opposition and government parties. A clear pattern of ‘sanctioning’ 

national government took place in 1992, 2004 and 2010. 

 

[Figure 5.3 about here] 

 

The regional poll of 1986, as we mentioned, was exceptional since it was synchronized with 

the renewal of the National assembly. As a result, the regional election campaign was 

completely overshadowed by the national legislative campaign, and patterns of voting 

behavior in regional elections did not significantly diverge from that in legislative elections. 

The differences were further reduced because voters were not used to elect regional 

councilors, and a similar electoral system was used for regional and legislative elections 

(proportional representation on a departmental basis) 12. The outcome in both elections was a 

landslide victory for the opposition. Voters punished the socialist national executive by giving 

the moderate right the majority of 19 out of 22 regions in metropolitan France13, as well as a 

short majority in the newly elected National Assembly14, precipitating the first experiment in 

cohabitation. Very strong second-order effects occurred in 1992 with an impressive loss in 
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vote share by the governmental majority. The right-wing opposition was nevertheless not the 

main beneficiary, as the ecologist parties (Les Verts and Génération Ecologie), which claimed 

at that time to be neither left nor right, attracted most of the socialist losses. The 1998 regional 

elections were not marked by a significant ‘sanction vote’ as they came very early in the 

national election cycle. In contrast, the 2004 and 2010 polls featured a spectacular voter swing 

toward the opposition, as a result of the huge unpopularity of the right-wing executive. 

Not surprisingly, Corsica’s electoral returns emerge as quite distinct from the other regions, 

and second-order effects seem to be limited in this region. However, the unpopularity of 

President Sarkozy helped the left to win the control of the Corsican Assembly in 2010 after 

having spent 26 years in opposition. Electoral results from the 2010 elections also show a 

much better resistance of the right in Alsace, which was the only continental France’s region 

not presided by the left after the 2004 socialist landslide (Gougou and Labouret, 2010). 

 

5.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

The final element of regional election behavior concerns the electoral performance of non-

statewide parties. One of the four predictions of the second-order election model is that small 

and new parties gain votes. Consequently, Dandoy and Schakel (in this volume) expect that 

non-statewide parties benefit from this mechanism by exploiting regional distinctiveness. 

Figure 5.4 displays average non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections. 

 

[Figure 5.4 about here] 
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From a strictly electoral point of view, non-statewide movements or parties are weak. Since 

1986 they have not obtained more than one per cent of the votes in national elections (except 

in 1993) and two per cent of the votes in regional elections (except in 2010). However, we 

observe that the results of non-statewide parties are not uniform all over the country. Non-

statewide parties realize their best scores mainly in Corsica, Alsace and to a lesser extent in 

Brittany. With respective averages of 20.1 per cent, 7.4 per cent and 4.3 per cent of the votes 

since the first regional elections for the first two and 1992 for the last, these three regions are 

exceptions in the French electoral landscape. 

An analysis of the recent regional elections in 2010 in these three regions allows us to draw 

up an overview of the main non-statewide parties, that mostly consist of regionalist 

movements. It is undoubtedly in Corsica that regionalists have the largest audience. Two 

movements dominate the island regionalist spectrum: the autonomist party Partitu di a 

Nazione Corsa (PNC) and the secessionist party Corsica Libera (CL). With 18.4 per cent of 

the votes at the first round of the 2010 regional elections, the list headed by Gilles Simeoni for 

Inseme and the PNC realized the best result for a regionalist list in this region. CL obtained 

also a significant score with 9.4 per cent of the votes. Above all, these two regionalist parties 

were the only ones who obtained seats (11 for the PNC and four for the CL) in the whole 

country. In Alsace, the far right autonomist party Alsace d’Abord (AdA) in alliance with the 

Bloc Identitaire realized is worst score since 1992 with only five per cent of the votes. The 

oldest regionalist movement in Brittany is the Union Démocratique Bretonne (UDB) created 

in 1964. In alliance with the Greens the list obtained 12.2 per cent of the votes in 2010. The 

youngest autonomist party is the Parti Breton (PB) which obtained 4.3 per cent of the votes. 

Terres de Bretagne (TB) with 2.6 per cent of the votes is also a non-statewide party but may 

be categorized as a ‘sectorial’ list which aims to defend the regional agriculture.  
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Compared to the electoral success of non-statewide parties in other Western European 

countries, like Spain or United Kingdom, French non-statewide parties are weak. Corsica is 

the only region where the electoral strength exceeds ten per cent of the votes. Non-statewide 

parties are present only in the three regions which have a strong regional identity (Schrijver, 

2004).  

 

5.6. Discussion 

 

Regional elections in metropolitan France are highly nationalized. The nationalization of 

electoral behavior is sustained by a horizontal synchronization of all regional elections. The 

lack of regionalized election behavior also results from the relative weakness of the regional 

tier compared to the department and communal level in an overall centralized French polity. 

Regional councils have been elected only since 1986 and their powers are limited, especially 

in comparison with regions in other European countries such as Germany, Italy or Spain. 

Despite decentralization over time, the competence allocation for the regional tier does not 

ensure visibility to the voters who, therefore, do not realize how the region impacts on their 

daily life. In addition, most of the parties and leaders explicitly appeal to national issues (such 

as immigration or unemployment) when they campaign in regional elections. Corsica is a 

clear exception to this overall picture of subordinate regional elections, which can be related 

to the strong regional identity in Corsica. Regional parties are weak or inexistent in most 

regions except in Corsica, and, to a lesser extent in Alsace and Brittany. 

Incumbent presidents of regions tend to enjoy an advantage in regional elections, especially 

since the adoption of the new electoral system in 2004, which is evidenced by the easy victory 

in 2010 in Languedoc-Roussillon of the list led by George Frêche who had been expelled by 
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the Socialist Party because of a series of controversial statements15. However, the incumbency 

effect tends to be higher in legislative elections as the size of the constituency is smaller. The 

incumbency effect is strengthened by a tradition of cumul des mandats, which means that 

most of French politicians are elected in multiple local offices. In the end, one could argue 

that French regional elections are in a sense more nationalized than French legislative 

elections because of the constituency size factor: incumbency effect tends to be more limited 

in regional elections than in legislative elections; furthermore there are generally fewer local 

issues and fewer variations in the political supply (it is easier for a local party to stand one 

candidate in a small constituency than an entire list in one large region) 

French regional elections fit particularly well the ‘second-order election’ model. Besides 

incumbency/notability effects and occasional local controversies, most French voters choose 

between parties in regional elections according to their views on the national government. A 

second-order election mechanism produced a strong ‘sanction vote’ in 1992, 2004 and 2010 

as the government was very unpopular. The exception of the 1998 election can be explained 

by the fact that the government, which had come into power a few months before, was still 

popular. In 1986, vertical synchronization of the electoral calendar produced a replication of 

the legislative outcome in the regional arena. 

In the French case one may argue that presidential elections and not legislative elections are 

the most important contests in the eyes of French voters. Highest turnout rates are by far 

registered in presidential elections. The primacy of the presidential poll cannot be solely 

explained by the Fifth Republic’s constitutional arrangement, as no national government can 

govern without the support of the National Assembly16. Practices of power at the head of the 

State from de Gaulle to Sarkozy17, and personalization of politics explain much better why 

presidential elections may be conceived as the genuine first order election in the French 

political system. Furthermore, legislative elections since 2002, similar to those of 1981 and 
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1988, have appeared to be the ‘third and fourth rounds’ of the presidential election as a result 

of the reduction of the president’s term (quinquennat) and the decision to hold legislatives 

elections immediately after the presidential poll. Recent presidential campaigns completely 

overshadowed legislative ones. Therefore more and more voters perceive that much less is at 

stake in legislative elections than in presidential elections. This has resulted in a widening gap 

in turnout between legislative elections and presidential elections: in 2007, voter turnout in 

metropolitan France in the first round of the presidential election was 85.3 per cent, against 61 

per cent in the first round of the legislative elections held a few weeks later. As legislative 

elections tend to be much less important than presidential polls, one may be tempted to 

consider regional elections as ‘third order’ elections in the French polity. 

With respect to the electoral timing hypothesis suggested in the introduction of this volume, 

the French case provides mixed evidence. What matters is more the popularity of the 

government than the timing of the elections in the electoral calendar. Admittedly, second-

order elections effects were limited in the 1998 regional elections. However, the crucial 

variable to explain the extent of second-order election effects is the government’s approval 

rating, rather than electoral timing. It means that low popularity would have probably led to 

greater second-order election effects in 1998, as was the case in the 2008 municipal and 

cantonal elections held less than one year after Sarkozy’s triumph. Those local elections were 

a disaster for the right-wing government parties (Gougou, 2008). Some governments manage 

to be very unpopular only a few months after taking office and voters can be prompted to 

punish the executive. Early sanction also occurred in 1995 with the highly unpopular Juppé 

government18, as the moderate right lost many of the legislative by-elections that were held in 

December, only six months after the election of President Chirac. This view is confirmed by 

the outcome of the 1992 regional elections, as second-order election effects were not 

diminished by the proximity of the 1993 legislative elections: quite the opposite the 1992 vote 
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anticipated the landslide victory of the right that occurred in 1993. There was no recovery at 

the end of the term. Government’s approval ratings do not necessarily follow a cyclical logic, 

and second-order elections effects therefore do not necessarily reach their maximum at ‘mid-

term’. One could nevertheless suggest that voters may become weary if several intermediary 

elections are held consecutively. In addition, horizontal synchronization of regional elections 

encourages voter mobilization. This is also evidenced by turnout in Corsica in the by-election 

of 199919 which was only 57.3 per cent, in contrast to 68.5 per cent in the statewide regional 

elections of 1998. 

Concerning the regional authority hypothesis, there is no evidence in the French case that an 

increase in the powers of the regional government raises the stakes of the regional elections in 

minds of the voters and diminishes second-order election effect. However one could argue 

that French decentralization has remained too limited to produce any significant effects, all 

the more so since regions are neither the only decentralized authorities and nor the most 

powerful or visible ones. Special status for Corsica does not seem to be the most important 

factor explaining why Corsican voters do not consider regional elections as second-order 

elections, as autonomy enjoyed by Corsica is limited. Strong regional identity based on 

geography, culture and history explain much better the particularities of regional election 

results in Corsica. Hence, the territorial cleavage hypothesis proves to be valid in the French 

case20. 

Finally, the use of a proportional electoral system in regional elections from 1986 to 1998 

participated in the opening up of the French party system, making it easier for the far right or 

the ecologists to gain seats and visibility. Even if the mixed electoral system used in 2004 and 

2010 has reduced opportunities for small independent parties to elect regional councilors, it 

has remained much more favorable for these kinds of parties than the two ballot uninominal 

system used in legislative elections. However one can doubt that low incentives for strategic 
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voting are the main source of the opening of the party system in regional elections. Gains for 

small or new or parties are a basic feature of any second-order election. There is less at stake, 

so voters are more likely to choose new or unusual options. Such behavior is not strategic 

voting due to the electoral system. Historically, one observes that new parties, such as the 

National Front, the Greens or CPNT (hunting defense party), made their breakthrough in 

European elections that have used proportional representation on a national basis from 1979 

to 1999 and on a regional basis since 2004. 

 

 

 

1 Perrineau 1987; Habert and al., 1992; Perrineau and Reynié 1999; Dolez, Laurent and 

Patriat, 2005. 

2 The election of departmental councilors (called conseillers généraux) currently rests on a 

uninominal system with two ballots and takes place in constituencies called ‘cantons’, hence 

the term of ‘cantonal elections’. 

3 Overseas regions also fall under this scenario but are not included in our analysis, the latter 

remaining focused on what is called the ‘metropolitan France’. All data discussed in this 

chapter relate to metropolitan France. 

4 In Corsica the bonus is nine seats out of 51. 

5 The threshold is seven per cent in Corsica. 

6 However, citizens vote for departmental sections (except in Corsica), whose results are 

added together in a regional list. The total number of seats obtained by a regional list is split 

between its departmental sections according to their relative contributions to the aggregated 

score of the list. 
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7 An eccentricity of this system lies in the fact that a list has to reach ten per cent of the valid 

votes to participate in the second round, although, seats in the decisive round are distributed 

among all the lists reaching five per cent of the valid votes. 

8 Each region counts as one, regardless of their demographical differences (although Corsica 

is more than thirty times less peopled than Ile-de-France). 

9 According to the TNS-Sofres – Le Figaro Magazine barometer, only 35 per cent of the 

electorate trusted President Mitterrand to solve France’s problems in March 1992 (22 per cent 

trusted Prime Minister Cresson). In March 2004, in the same barometer, only 35 per cent of 

the electorate trusted President Chirac, while Prime Minister Raffarin was trusted by no more 

than 31 per cent of the respondents. 

10 58 per cent of the electorate trusted Lionel Jospin to solve France’s problems in March 

1998 (TNS-Sofres – Le Figaro Magazine barometer). 

11 Only 31 per cent of the electorate trusted Nicolas Sarkozy to solve France’s problems in 

March 2010 (TNS-Sofres – Le Figaro Magazine barometer). In the meanwhile François 

Fillon was trusted by no more than 37 per cent of the electorate (same barometer). 

12 The socialist government changed the legislative electoral system in 1985. Proportional 

representation replaced the two-round uninominal system used since 1958, and the number of 

seats was raised (from 491 to 577). The aim was to smooth the certain defeat of 1986 (Martin, 

2006, p.143-144). 

13 In seven regions the moderate right made an alliance with the far right in order to secure the 

presidency. 

14 Because of the newly established proportional electoral system, the right-wing coalition did 

not manage to secure more than 290 seats out of 573. The two-round uninominal system was 

then reestablished by the new legislative majority. 
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15 The Socialist party endorsed George Frêche’s list until two weeks before the deadline for 

the deposit of candidatures. Because of a new controversy, the Socialist party finally decided 

to stand a last-minute list headed by the mayor of Montpellier. All the Socialist party 

members on the George Frêche’s list were expelled. Traditional allies of the Socialist party, 

namely the PRG (Parti radical de gauche) and the MRC (Mouvement républicain et citoyen), 

continued, however, to endorse the list headed by George Frêche. 

16 In case of cohabitation, the prime minister controls the domestic agenda and the president's 

powers are limited to foreign policy and defense (he remains the commander-in-chief of the 

armed forces). 

17 President Sarkozy once said that Prime Minister Fillon was just its ‘associate’ 

(collaborateur). Forty years before, President de Gaulle declared: ‘Stop saying that the Prime 

Minister is the chief of government. The chief of government, that’s me!’. 

18 Respectively only 37 per cent and 33 per cent of the electorate trusted President Chirac and 

Prime Minister Juppé to solve France’s problems in November 1995 (TNS-Sofres – Le Figaro 

Magazine barometer). 

19 Those by-elections were organized in the wake of the cancellation of the poll of 1998 by the 

Council of State because of irregularities. 

20 Overseas regions (Martinique, Guadeloupe, Réunion and Guiana) also display distinct 

voting patterns in relation with specific regional party systems. 
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France: regional elections as ‘third-order’ elections? 

 

Figure 5.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the French country excel file. 
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Figure 5.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the French country excel file. 
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Figure 5.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the French country excel file. 
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Figure 5.4: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the French country excel file. 
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Germany: The Anatomy of Multi-Level Voting 

Charlie Jeffery 

Alia Middleton 

 

6.1. Introduction 

 

Research on elections to Germany’s regional parliaments – Landtagswahlen – has become 

something of a growth industry in recent years. This is another way of saying that German 

regional elections for a long time did not appear of great interest or importance to political 

scientists. The reasons for recent interest are various. The basic structural change brought 

about by German unification is one. The German east was and is in many different ways 

different from the German west, and one obvious indicator has been the strength of the Party 

of Democratic Socialism (PDS), more recently disguised as the dominant component of the 

Germany-wide Left Party. With the PDS Germany had a prominent regionalist party which 

stood for office only in the east and which mobilized support around east German issues. The 

presence of the PDS gave regional elections in the east a different dynamic than in the west 

(of course it has to be said that in the Bavarian Christian Social Union (CSU) Germany has 

long had a prominent regionalist party, and indeed one that could be considered the most 

successful regionalist party anywhere, ever; c.f. Hopp et al. 2010).  

A second prompt for the new interest in regional elections was empirical. Political scientists 

observed that German regional elections appeared to be taking on distinctive characteristics 

compared to federal elections to the Bundestag. There appeared to be more volatility of voting 

behavior at the regional than the federal level, especially in the east, where longer term 
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patterns of party identification like those in the west were absent, but also in the west, where 

the major parties saw bigger fluctuations in their vote in Land elections, small parties flashed 

into significance (and generally disappeared again), and regional governments as a result 

began to take on diverse hues as shifting electoral arithmetic made possible (or required) 

novel coalition alignments (Jeffery, 1999; Sturm, 1999).  

Initial observations of change afoot prompted deeper analysis, with work by Hough and 

Jeffery recovering analytical techniques developed in the 1970s to explore the relationship of 

regional and statewide elections in Germany (Dinkel, 1977), which had largely been forgotten 

in Germany, though helped inspire the classic understanding of European Parliament elections 

as second-order elections, subordinate to statewide politics (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; c.f. 

Jeffery and Schakel, 2013). Hough and Jeffery re-applied these techniques onto German 

regional elections, exploring how far German regional elections could be considered 

subordinate to German federal elections. They found in general that they could before 1990, 

but appeared after then to develop a logic in part uncoupled from that of federal elections 

(Jeffery and Hough 2001; Hough and Jeffery 2003). Those contributions animated new 

debates (Decker and von Blumenthal 2002; Burkhart 2004) that revolved initially around 

competing readings of aggregate level election data and later helped inspire a major project 

which harnessed different sources of available individual-level data to explain more fully 

voting behavior in regional elections – and the level of influence on that voting behavior of 

federal political issues and personalities – in Germany (Völkl et al., 2008a).  

That project found that the level of federal influence in regional elections was variable and, in 

most cases, weaker than the influence of regional political issues and personalities in shaping 

voting behavior in those elections (Völkl et al., 2008b, p.30-2). To a newcomer to the study of 

German politics, this would seem an unremarkable finding. Germany has a federal system, 

with powerful regional governments; it might not appear surprising that what happens in 
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politics at the regional level shapes what voters do at that level. But there is a powerful set of 

assumptions that has long framed scholarly understanding of German federalism as about the 

delivery of more or less uniform statewide policies through the tightly integrated actions of 

federal and regional governments acting in unison rather than about regional distinctiveness 

and differentiation. 

The heartland of this ‘cooperative’ federalism is the Bundesrat, Germany’s powerful second 

chamber, uniquely composed of delegations representing the governments of the Länder. The 

Bunderat’s power lies in the particular distribution of constitutional authority in Germany 

between federal and regional levels: most legislative responsibilities in Germany are held at 

the federal level, but most of the responsibility and administrative capacity for 

implementation resides at the regional level. The Bundesrat has a power of veto over federal 

laws which impact on the administrative responsibilities of the Länder. Because most federal 

laws depend on regional implementation, most – up to 60 per cent in many assessments – are 

subject to this veto power (though recent reforms have had the intention of reducing the scope 

of the Bundesrat veto, their impact is as yet still unclear). 

Because the Bundesrat is composed of regional governments the outcomes of regional 

elections are directly imported into federal legislative politics. The scope of the Bundesrat 

veto makes the aggregate party-political composition of those governments a matter of major 

political interest at the federal level: if there is a party majority in the Bundesrat that is 

congruent with the federal government’s majority in the Bundestag, then the federal 

government in principle has real leeway to introduce legislative change; if, by contrast, the 

Bundesrat majority is controlled by the Bundestag opposition parties the Bundesrat may be 

used to block the federal government’s programme or at the least extract major concessions in 

return for its consent. The potential for partisan instrumentalization of the Bundesrat majority 

was a key theme in one of the classic books on German federalism, Gerhard Lehmbruch’s 
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Party Competition in the Federal State (Parteienwettbewerb im Bundesstaat) (1976). 

Lehmbruch argued that in the 1970s a Christian Democrat majority in the Bundesrat was used 

to frustrate aspects of the Social Democratic/Free Democratic federal coalition government’s 

program and impose a ‘de facto grand coalition’ arrangement requiring the agreement of all 

the major parties for significant federal legislative action. The Bundesrat stopped being – as 

was originally intended – a chamber for the expression of regional interests in federal politics, 

and became instead an instrument of federal party competition.  

Lehmbruch’s book, alongside other seminal works on German federalism (Hesse, 1962; 

Scharpf et al., 1976; Abromeit, 1992), became a basis for the understanding of the German 

federal system as a single, composite unit of analysis in which the federal and Länder levels 

of government were ‘entangled’. That understanding has persisted – despite the structural 

rupture of German unification – and remains the dominant understanding today (for example 

Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2003; Burkhart, 2008; Scheller and Schmid, 2008; Kropp, 2010) 

despite intermittent intellectual challenges along the way (Mintzel, 1977; Schmidt, 1980; 

Benz, 1985; Schmid, 1990; Goetz, 1992; Sturm, 1999). But while the traditional 

understanding of German federalism as an integrated single unit has persisted, a more 

sustained challenge has emerged in the last few years in the form of a rival methodology 

which has begun to treat the individual Länder as distinct units of analysis. The reassessment 

of voting behavior in regional elections by Völkl et al. is one example. Others have focused 

on regional level characteristics – and diversity – of party systems and coalition formation 

(Jun et al., 2008; Kost et al., 2010; Oberhofer and Sturm, 2010), as well as democratic 

structures (Leunig, 2007; Freitag and Vatter, 2008) and public policy (Schneider and 

Wehling, 2006; Hildebrandt and Wolf, 2008; Turner, 2011).  

Work in this new region-focused mode is a valuable corrective; it is opening up new forms of 

data on German federalism, and bringing greater awareness of the significance of the German 
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regions as important locations for political life. It provides a third and more fundamental, 

ontological prompt for new work on regional elections and regional politics in general in 

Germany (and indeed, is part of a more general shift in emphasis in political science work 

away from a consuming preoccupation with politics at the statewide scale - see Jeffery and 

Wincott, 2010 and Dunleavy, 2020).  

But that shift of emphasis should not be taken to mean that politics at that statewide scale has 

necessarily become less important because we now recognize the importance of regional 

elections, nor that the more traditional focus in Germany on the integrated/single-unit 

dimensions of the federal system is necessarily a misplaced one. The challenge is rather to 

combine perspectives, and understand better how statewide and regional units of analysis 

combine in producing a more rounded understanding of the politics of a multi-level state like 

Germany.  

That is the challenge this chapter takes up in the field of voting behavior and party 

competition in Germany. Germany is clearly a location for non-statewide political parties, 

with the CSU and the PDS/Left the most obvious, but not the only examples, and is (or has 

become) a state in which regional elections matter to regional voters as a means of expressing 

views on regional politics. Germany also clearly faces pressures for ‘disentanglement’ of the 

integrated aspects of the federal system as a way to increase the autonomous scope for action 

at regional (and at federal) level, not least in the federalism reform processes that took up 

much of the 2000s (Holtschneider and Schön, 2007; Heinz, 2011). But clearly the Bundesrat 

remains an institution of great importance precisely because it connects political institutions – 

and the party competition for votes that determines their composition – across federal and 

regional levels. And however much regional elections mean to voters, and however much 

they approach them in ways uncontaminated by federal political pressures, voters still appear 

in Germany, as elsewhere, to judge statewide elections to be the most important elections 
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(Jeffery, 2013). The challenge this chapter takes on is, in other words, to build up an 

assessment of the role and significance of regional elections in both regional and federal 

politics in Germany. 

 

6.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

The Federal Republic of (the then West) Germany was re-established as a federal state with a 

powerful regional tier of government in 1949. By 1957 (following the clarification of the 

status of the Saarland and the combination of three south-western regions to form Baden-

Württemberg) the Federal Republic consisted of ten regions, plus West Berlin which retained 

a special status but was in most respects a de facto member unit of the federal system. The 

post-1949 federal system was conceived, and then continued to develop more fully as one 

prioritizing ‘shared rule’ – that is the coordination and integration of functions of federal and 

regional government – over the autonomous decision-making at the regional level that 

characterizes ‘self rule’ systems.  

Shared rule was effected through the scope of federal legislative powers, which widened 

significantly as the postwar political system consolidated, combined with the primary role of 

the regions in implementing the growing body of federal law. The federal level in Germany 

continues to have a limited administrative apparatus and remains reliant on the regions to 

implement most federal laws. The regions for their part have limited autonomous, or 

exclusive, legislative powers (though recent reforms have widened those powers and opened 

up scope for further regional legislative autonomy). This division of labor between federal 

legislation and regional administration of federal law explains the crucial position of the 

Bundesrat, which brings regional administrative knowhow into the formulation of federal 
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laws, establishes ‘cooperative’ federalism, and gives regional elections their often substantial 

federal political significance. In the period of Grand Coalition in the late 1960s cooperative 

federalism was further underpinned by the establishment of new categories of integrated 

federal-Länder decision-making (the joint tasks) and the consolidation of an integrated system 

for the generation and attribution of funding between the federal and regional levels and 

among the regions, including a substantial element of fiscal transfers direct from wealthier to 

poorer regions. 

This unusually integrated federal system was extended to eastern Germany following 

unification in 1990 through the establishment of five new eastern regions, with a now unified 

Berlin becoming an additional, full-fledged federal unit, establishing a federal state comprised 

of now 16 regions. It has not proved easy to operate a highly integrated federal system across 

what is now a much more diverse state. Any perfunctory trawl through the key economic 

indicators shows that east and west are very different. GDP per head in the east is around two-

thirds that in the west, and unemployment about twice as high. When objective circumstances 

diverge so significantly, ‘cooperation’ becomes more difficult, not least because the scale of 

fiscal transfers from the richer west (in particular the economically leading southwest of 

Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg and Hessen) to the poorer east is, because of the rules on 

revenue-sharing introduced in the 1960s, now so high. 

Unsurprisingly there has been a persistent debate about the reform of the federal system more 

or less since unification, resulting in periodic set-piece negotiations, none of which has 

produced anything beyond incremental reform (Jeffery, 2008). Pressures are already 

beginning to build for a further round of the reform debate as the end date (in 2019) of the 

long-term deal for financing the special needs of the eastern regions agreed back in 2001 

comes into view.  
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This sense of unreleased tension in the operation of the federal system is one of the reasons 

why more attention is now paid to its regional components. Structural divergence produces 

differences in regional interest which get articulated in regional election campaigns and 

results. These in turn produce knock-on effects in the composition and operation of the 

Bundesrat and through the Bundesrat in the federal legislative process. They also draw 

attention to the scope that exists for the German regions to address distinctive regional 

interests under their own powers. That scope, modestly widened by recent reforms, has 

always been substantial, residing both in the small list of autonomous legislative 

responsibilities the regions have (mainly in pre-university education, policing and cultural 

policy), but also the significant discretion they have in applying federal laws, committing 

budgets with different priorities, and creatively exploiting the grey areas at the interface of 

regional and federal competence (cf. Schmidt, 1980; Götz, 1992; Blancke, 2004). That 

substantial scope for autonomous regional action has, for reasons set out above, rarely been 

fully recognized. But the more recent focus on the region as a unit of analysis has drawn 

growing attention to what regional governments can – and do – do differentially on behalf of 

their citizens (Hildebrandt and Wolf, 2008; Turner, 2011), encouraging a focus on the ‘prize’ 

that winning regional elections represents in the region itself, as well as in the Bundesrat. 

Such a focus challenges the classic view of German regional elections, extending back to 

Rainer Dinkel’s work in the 1970s, as ‘subordinate’ (Dinkel, 1977) or, in later terminology, 

‘second-order’ elections dependent in their outcomes on the current situation in federal 

politics and not on regional level concerns (Scharpf, 2008). At an institutional level there is 

certainly ample scope for regional elections to follow a region-specific logic. Germany’s 

regional electoral systems are generally similar, but not uniform. While many echo the two-

vote, mixed-member proportional system with a five per cent qualifying hurdle used at federal 

level there are a number of variations (in the proportion of constituency to list representatives, 
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the use of a single vote in several regions, and differences in the composition of party lists and 

other technical features (Trefs, 2008). More significantly, and unlike in other federal and 

regionalized states, there is no coordinated election timetable (Fabre, 2010, p.186-7). 13 

regions have five-year parliamentary terms and three (Bremen, Hamburg and Mecklenburg-

West Pomerania) have four year terms, and over time the effect of governments in some 

regions collapsing before the end of their terms has produced an electoral calendar which only 

infrequently involves simultaneous elections in two or three regions, or regional elections 

held simultaneously with federal elections, which are held on a more rigid four-yearly cycle. 

As a result Germany lacks the ‘nationalizing’ institutional conditions observable in other 

states (Jeffery and Hough, 2006, p.249-50) when all or most regional elections are held on the 

same day and/or concurrently with national elections. Given this absence of institutional 

constraint in electoral timing there is a reasonable expectation that regional elections, 

especially since unification, but perhaps even before, are not simply reflections of federal 

politics. 

 

3. Congruence of the vote 

 

One of the classic starting points in looking at election results to explore the relationship of 

regional and national politics is to explore the patterns of dissimilarity, or incongruence, of 

voting decisions at regional and statewide scales. Conventionally (Johnston, 1980; Hough and 

Jeffery, 2006) scholars have developed indices of incongruence of the shares of the vote won 

by parties in a specific regional election with the shares of the vote won by the same parties in 

that region in the national election held closest in time to the regional election (NR-RR). The 
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levels of regional-national (in) congruence in Germany, measured in this way Land-by-Land 

and in aggregated indices, are set out in Table 6.1. 

 

[Table 6.1 about here] 

 

Average incongruence across the regions from 1949-2009 – the last column in Table One – 

has a neatly symmetrical appearance: an initial period of greater incongruence from the 

foundation of the Federal Republic through into the 1960s, then a period of relatively low 

incongruence until 1994, then a growth in incongruence since back up to the levels of the 

1950s. The reasons for these changes are clear enough in German electoral history. The first 

15 years or so after 1949 were an era of party system consolidation in which a number of 

smaller parties, some with a region-specific focus, were absorbed by bigger parties – mostly 

the Christian Democratic Union – as a result of both electoral system change in federal 

elections (which discriminated against smaller parties with regional-specific support) and the 

tremendous success of the CDU in establishing itself as a ‘catch-all’ party, or Volkspartei 

(Kircheimer, 1966) capable of mobilizing support across classic social cleavages. From 1961 

to 1983 Germany had a stable ‘two-and-a-half’ party system of two Volksparteien, the 

CDU/CSU and the Social Democratic Party (SPD), and a ‘pivot’ party that could coalesce in 

either direction, the Free Democratic Party (FDP). This two-and-a-half party system operated 

in similar ways at federal and regional levels. It flexed to accommodate the Greens after 1983, 

and was the disrupted more fundamentally as a consequence of German unification after 

1990. Significantly, most of the higher incongruences after 1990 are registered in east 

Germany where the presence of the PDS introduced new elements of volatility generally, but 

also – following a pattern of regionalist party popularity seen also in the UK and Spain 
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(Hough and Jeffery, 2006, p.135-7) – tended to do better in regional than in federal elections. 

But there are also surges in incongruence in the west, notably where protest parties mobilized 

successfully in the city-states of Bremen, Hamburg and Berlin and where one of the 

Volksparteien has lost significantly either to the other or – as recently in Baden-Württemberg 

– to the Greens. These are broadly the patterns of decline and growth in the extent to which 

regional electorates vote differently in regional and federal elections explored some years ago 

by Hough and Jeffery (2006) and are recorded as the line NR-RR in Figure 6.1.  

But other measures of incongruence can also usefully be applied. Schakel and Dandoy (2013) 

specify a measure of electorate congruence which contrasts the statewide pattern of the vote 

in a federal election with the results in each region in that federal election, and captures the 

consistency of party vote shares across regions in any federal election (NN-NR in Figure 6.1). 

They also specify a measure of party system congruence which contrasts the statewide pattern 

of the vote in any federal election with that in the regional election closest in time to that 

federal election in each of the (before 1990 ten and after 16) German regions (NN-RR in 

Figure 6.1). The latter measure captures the distinctiveness of regional party systems 

compared to the federal party system. 

 

[Figure 6.1 about here]  

 

What we see across all measures (with a blip in 1961 in NR-RR) is the process of party 

system consolidation onto the two-and-a-half party system by 1965. From that point NN-NR 

is flat, showing a relative stability of the distribution of party vote shares across regions in 

federal elections, even after unification. This measure is consistent with the territorial stability 

of the vote in statewide elections identified by Caramani (2004), and is eloquent testimony to 
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the relative success of the CDU and the SPD first in building relatively uniform patterns of 

support across West Germany before 1990, and in replicating their strength in west Germany 

in the east since. The measure also points to the relative weakness of the PDS/Left in federal 

elections in the east, so that this statewide incongruence measure did not markedly increase 

after 1990.  

But the other two measures (NR-RR and NN-RR) challenge the image of territorial stability 

of the vote identified by Caramani and other scholars (Budge et al., 1996; Deschouwer, 2008) 

who have looked at the regional diversity of voting behavior in statewide elections. NR-RR 

shows a growth in incongruence of voting behavior between federal and regional elections 

within regional electorates, as set out in more detail in Table 6.1. NN-RR shows a modest, but 

quite steady growth in incongruence of federal and regional party systems stretching back to 

the 1960s, though with a somewhat steeper rise since unification (and a reduction around the 

2009 federal election which may or may not prove to be a blip).  

What is most significant about Figure 6.1 are the multiple perspectives it presents. At the 

same time as statewide party competition stabilizes post-1965 in the NN-RR measure, distinct 

patterns of decline and, later, growth in incongruences are apparent when we compare across 

levels of analysis. In that way Figure 6.1 provides an illuminating account of the complexities 

of multi-level voting behavior, and the need for a multi-perspectival approach to the analysis 

of multi-level statehood. What happens at the statewide scale should not automatically be 

assumed to shape what happens at the regional scale; there appear to be distinct logics of 

political behavior evident at each scale. 

 

6.4. Second-order election effects 
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The growth in the incongruences of voting behavior and party systems across the regional and 

federal levels seen in Figure 6.1 appears to be a prima facie challenge to the idea that regional 

elections are necessarily second-order elections, shaped straightforwardly by the logic of 

federal politics. But an exploration for classic second-order effects – lower turnout, reduced 

popularity of federal governing parties, greater popularity of federal opposition parties – in 

our data shows a mixed picture. Turnout has with very few individual exceptions always been 

higher in federal than regional elections, with the gap growing since unification (Figure 6.2), 

reflecting the generally lower level of turnout in east German regional elections than regional 

elections in the west. That said regional election turnout appears relatively high in 

comparative terms, while turnout has fallen in both federal and regional elections, and 

standard deviations around the mean regional turnout in both federal and regional elections 

has been at the higher end of the range more recently. Again this pattern of falling turnout, 

and greater region-by-region difference reflects in particular the different propensity to 

abstain in any form of election in the east. 

 

[Figure 6.2 about here] 

 

Reduced turnout can amplify other second-order effects. US experience has suggested that 

supporters of the party of the President are often less motivated to turnout at midterm to 

express their support than are opponents to express their opposition (Lau, 1985). Translated to 

the German context, parties in federal government should lose support in regional elections, 

and parties in federal opposition should gain support. Indeed, of the 172 regional elections 

which took place between 1949 and 2009 in Germany the federal governing parties lost 

support in 141 (or 82.0 per cent) of those elections. Equally in 75.6 per cent of those 
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elections, federal opposition parties gained in regional elections. These data are aggregated in 

Figure 6.3, which confirms that second-order effects, as revealed in the differential 

performance of federal governing and opposition parties in regional elections, are 

commonplace in Germany. But there are some nuances. In some periods the federal 

opposition did not pick up its customary bonus, notably during Germany’s two periods of 

grand coalition (from 1966-9 and from 2005-09), when we might assume that regional 

elections were used as contests to assert preferences between parties exceptionally tied 

together in federal government. More generally it appears that these second-order effects are 

somewhat dampened since unification, perhaps reflecting a more territorially differentiated set 

of party systems, especially in the east, where traditional calculations around support/rejection 

of federal government/opposition are rendered more complex by the presence of the PDS/Left 

as a third ‘big’ party in regional elections. 

 

[Figure 6.3 about here] 

 

6.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

But what happens at the regional scale clearly has impacts at the statewide scale in Germany 

because of the role of the Bundesrat in the federal legislative process. It is widely assumed 

that divided government is the norm in Germany, especially since the period Gerhard 

Lehmbruch focused on, when an SPD-FDP federal coalition was countered by a CDU/CSU 

majority in the Bundesrat. Yet others (Sturm, 1999) have noted that even prior to 1969 there 

were significant incongruences of government composition across the two levels of 



 176 

government. Figure 6.4 confirms Sturm’s analysis. Incongruences of government composition 

have been substantial throughout the whole period since 1949, have been a little higher for 

some of the period since unification, with generally greater standard deviations since 

unification. In some senses though these aggregate incongruence figures tell us relatively 

little, except that when there is one federal and 16 regional governments, their composition 

generally differs, on aggregate, by quite a bit.  

 

[Figure 6.4 about here] 

 

What is more significant is the extent to which regional government composition accords with 

party alignments in federal government and opposition. Regional election results impact on 

federal politics through the Bundesrat in three ways: when the Bundestag majority is 

replicated in the Bundesrat (in principle enabling coordinated federal government action 

across both legislative chambers); when the Bundestag opposition parties achieve a majority 

in the Bundesrat (in principle enabling federal government action to be blocked by the federal 

opposition parties in the Bundesrat); and when there is no majority in the Bundesrat 

(producing a more fluid situation in which the Bundesrat may act according to bargains struck 

around both party-political and regional interests). 

 

In the first two scenarios we can anticipate what Lehmbruch identified in the 1970s: the 

instrumentalization of a territorial legislative chamber by federal party politics. Perhaps more 

interesting are situations when the Bundesrat aggregates regional government compositions 

which do not map neatly onto, but instead cross-cut the federal government-opposition divide 
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(for example where an SPD-FDP coalition exists in a region when a CDU/CSU-FDP coalition 

exists at federal level; in that situation the FDP is the cross-cutting party, defying the logic of 

federal government to assume regional governmental office). Following the method used by 

Bäck et al. (2013), we have constructed a ‘cross-cutting’ index for regional governments, 

identifying the composition of the federal government at the time of the regional election. 

Where there are instances of ‘cross-cutting’ regional governments, we have calculated a 

continuous variable which accounts for the ‘share of the parliamentarians who would have to 

leave a possible coalition in order for the coalition to no longer be cross-cutting’ (Bӓck et al., 

2013: forthcoming).  

Such cross-cutting alignments may impede the party-political instrumentalization of the 

Bundesrat and open up scope for territorial interests to determine the actions of regional 

governments. Table 6.2 sets out where, when, and the extent to which there have been such 

cross-cutting coalitions in the regions, with extent calculated as the share of regional 

parliament seats held by parties which cross-cut the federal government and opposition 

parties. There are some familiar patterns, with a greater diversity of coalition alignments from 

the foundation of the Federal Republic through to the 1960s, a period of few cross-cutting 

coalitions from 1969 through to German unification, and then a growth in the number of such 

coalitions since 1990. There have been an especially high number of cross-cutting coalitions 

in the east, reflecting the arithmetic challenges of government formation where the PDS/Left 

has been strong, but a growth also in the west.  

 

[Table 6.2 about here] 
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Strikingly the only point at which there have been no cross-cutting coalitions whatsoever was 

in the 1972-76 federal parliament, the period central to Lehmbruch’s (1976) enduringly 

influential analysis of nationalized party competition. Prior to then, and again since 1990 

elections in the regions have produced substantially more cross-cutting coalitions than the 

Federal Republic’s ‘middle period’ of 1969-90.  

 

The presence of the PDS/Left alongside the other distinctive features of the east German 

electoral landscape noted above raises a question: to what extent is voting behavior in east 

German elections really second-order – that is, determined by voter calculations about the 

federal political arena – or rather territorially distinctive, reflecting electoral calculations 

about east Germany and specific to east German voters. Figure 6.5 gives some insight into 

this question by establishing the electoral significance of non-statewide parties in regional and 

federal elections, though it needs to be read with care.  

 

Until 1990 that significance was highly stable, reflecting the presence of the CSU in Bavaria 

as the only enduringly significant non-statewide party. The CSU does though have an 

ambiguous status, serving both as a Bavarian party and, in federal elections, as a party tightly 

integrated with the CDU (indeed we treated it as notionally integrated with the CDU when 

calculating incongruence scores earlier). Since 1990 there have been a number of short-lived 

region-specific protest parties in the city-states of Bremen and Hamburg and more 

significantly a party overtly representing a distinctive east German interest, the PDS. The 

PDS has added a new dimension to German electoral politics, and it appears just as plausible 

that voting for the PDS, and later the Left Party in the east is a positive expression of regional 

self-interest as any comment about the current state of federal politics. That question has 



 179 

become clouded to an extent by the formation of a Germany-wide Left Party in 2005 around a 

PDS core, which depresses the non-statewide party score in Figure 6.5 from that point. But 

while the Left may now be considered as a statewide party it remains disproportionately 

successful in the east and it is difficult to see it as anything else but a party that first and 

foremost articulates something distinctive about east Germany that resonates with east 

Germans.  

 

[Figure 6.5 about here] 

 

6.6. Discussion 

 

This point about the PDS/Left suggests a limitation in what aggregate-level election data can 

tell us about the relationship of regional to federal elections in Germany, or indeed anywhere 

else. We might surmise that eastern voters vote for the Left in regional elections because they 

trust it to look after their interests, or because it articulates a distinctive sense of eastern 

identity, rather than because they are protesting against whoever is in federal government. 

And we can hypothesize credibly that the electoral incongruence data in Figure 6.1, the 

governmental incongruence data in Table 6.1 and more generally the indicators of a 

generalized distinction between east and west Germany that pervade all the data we have 

presented suggest both a ‘vertical’ distinction of what voters do in different kinds of election, 

and a ‘horizontal’ differentiation of how they behave from place to place. But we cannot 

know with any degree of certainty why east Germans, or indeed any other regional (or 

federal) voters vote as they do when using aggregate data alone.  
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Fortunately the work by Völkl et al. (2008a) enables us to some add individual-level nuance 

to our aggregate data. The Völkl team harnessed available academic and commercial survey 

data, extending over several decades in some cases, to produce the most comprehensive 

examination yet of what motivates voters in German regional elections. Their core question 

was the extent to which federal politics shapes regional election outcomes. Their expectation 

was that federal influence was not as pervasive as the traditional analysis of the integrated 

federal system would have it. Their findings are summarized in Table 6.3. Most strikingly 

they find that in no region is federal political influence ‘dominant’, and in five it has little 

significance. Among the others the broad tendency is for regional factors to outweigh national 

factors, with federal influence stronger in only three of 16 regions (Völkl et al., 2008b).  

 

[Table 6.3 about here] 

 

There are two issues in these findings that are worth drawing out in the light of the other 

findings presented in this chapter. First, the patterns of relative federal/regional influence in 

regional voting behavior do not reveal a strong east-west divide. Westerners are about as 

likely to vote in response to regional factors as easterners. Regional voting happens all over 

Germany. This would tend to imply that regional voting is more a reflection of the 

institutional capacities of each of the regions rather than something explained by east-west 

territorial cleavage, echoing Cutler’s finding in Canada that federal systems make possible a 

‘split-level democratic citizenship’ (Cutler, 2008, p.502) in which important matters are at 

stake in both national and regional elections, and voters (at the very least have the potential 

to) make voting decisions with different balances of factors in mind in different types of 

election. 
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Second, Völkl et al. do not seek, or find, ‘black and white’ answers to their question about the 

extent of federal influence, but rather degrees of difference in that influence, with most 

regions revealing some level of federal influence in regional voting behavior. To put it in 

another way, most voters in regional elections appear to have at least half an eye on federal 

factors, even if they are focusing most on regional factors. Equally voters focus 

predominantly on federal factors in federal elections, though in some cases Völkl et al. 

(2008b, p.25-29) find that regional factors spill over upwards and shape federal voting 

behaviour in some regions (Brandenburg and Bremen). In other words the integrative pull of 

cooperative federalism co-exists in the voter’s mind with the centrifugal pressures of 

Germany’s 16 regional political systems, and that co-existence has different balances in 

different places. With that conclusion we confirm the point made more prospectively at the 

start of the chapter: both statewide and region-specific factors have traction with Germany’s 

voters, reflecting a differentiated form of multi-level statehood in Germany that is 

simultaneously unitarist and regionally diverse. 
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Germany: The Anatomy of Multi-Level Voting 

 

Figure 6.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the German country excel file. 
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Figure 6.2: Turnout in regional and national elections  

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the German country excel file. 
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Figure 6.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the German country excel file. 
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Figure 6.4: Congruence between national and regional governments 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the German country excel file. 
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Figure 6.5: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the German country excel file. 
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Table 6.1: Congruence between the national vote in the region and the regional vote in the region (aggregated over parties) 

 BW BY BE BB HB HH HE NI MV NW RP SL SN ST SH TH AV 

1949  12.54   14.28 17.54 10.24 10.77  4.02 8.05    10.35  10.97 

1953 14.59 11.26   12.44 19.49 11.44 16.30  8.06 5.92    15.45  12.77 

1957 9.08 9.62   10.19 8.07 13.01 10.60  6.51 5.70 29.23   5.70  10.77 

1961 11.02 7.74   36.50 25.22 18.00 9.26  9.62 11.34 11.71   10.53  15.09 

1965 3.97 6.15   7.31 10.29 9.20 7.58  5.71 2.31 2.63   3.16  5.83 

1969 13.12 3.64   7.25 3.21 4.52 2.82  2.77 2.74 3.54   6.33  4.99 

1972 2.88 7.75   4.38 9.19 7.58 6.22  5.98 5.35 7.15   11.12  6.76 

1976 4.00 1.15   3.82 4.12 2.27 5.12  2.71 4.61 4.00   7.13  3.89 

1980 6.61 2.93   5.27 15.14 8.06 9.98  5.09 4.19 2.71   10.66  7.07 

1983 2.55 5.22   4.90 5.00 4.99 4.41  9.53 3.49 9.59   5.16  5.48 

1987 6.68 2.82   7.52 6.94 1.81 3.36  8.92 2.54 8.62   9.53  5.88 

1990 8.77 4.52 4.41 10.39 5.72 8.54 5.52 6.89 8.71 9.44 10.85 4.41 9.75 10.50 12.22 6.96 7.98 
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1994 5.63 3.17 11.15 9.75 10.34 8.17 2.99 6.55 1.49 5.41 4.42 2.61 10.40 4.42 3.72 2.09 5.77 

1998 9.35 7.64 20.45 7.82 12.78 9.02 8.07 3.45 1.82 5.08 2.80 13.20 24.61 4.36 1.62 21.29 9.58 

2002 3.56 5.63 14.51 15.70 8.34 8.77 12.30 15.06 1.89 2.20 8.34 15.85 20.16 22.32 2.32 25.32 11.39 

2005 7.97 13.89 4.16 5.76 6.73 20.83 15.39 14.67 6.57 11.45 13.53 18.83 15.60 13.67 6.85 18.64 12.16 

2009 18.25 6.40 13.50 7.75 17.90 20.30 6.05 9.80 24.95 10.25 18.30 3.85 8.15 12.10 14.28 2.35 12.14 

Notes: AV = average; BW = Baden-Wurttemberg; BY = Bavaria; BE = Berlin; BB = Brandenburg; HB = Bremen; HH = Hamburg; HE = Hesse; 
NI = Lower Saxony; MV = Mecklenburg-West Pomerania; NW = North Rhine-Westphalia; RP = Rheinland-Palatinate; SL = Saarland; SN = 
Saxony; ST = Saxony-Anhalt; SH = Schleswig-Holstein; TH = Thuringia. 
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Table 6.2: Index of cross-cutting coalitions in the German regions 1949-2009. 

 BW BY BE BB HB HH HE NI MV NW RP SL SN ST SH TH 

1949   0.21  0.67   0.70  0.52 0.41    0.48  

1953 0.67 0.74 0.70  0.67  0.86 0.58  0.09  0.21     

1957 0.32 0.20 0.41  0.67   0.39    0.21   0.19  

1961 0.26       0.84    0.27     

1965   0.10   0.90  0.84   0.14    0.10  

1969   0.10        0.14    0.10  

1972                 

1976   0.86              

1980   0.85              

1983   0.85   1.00           

1987   0.85   0.87           

1990 0.42  0.57 0.87  0.90     0.87      
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1994 0.42  0.61      0.43  0.81     0.41 

1998   0.36 0.40     0.57  0.81    0.11  

2002   0.76 0.38     0.28  0.14    0.11  

2005 0.18  0.30 0.38         0.81  0.51  

2009  0.15 0.45    0.30 0.16 0.60   0.11 0.19 0.39   

Notes: BW = Baden-Wurttemberg; BY = Bavaria; BE = Berlin; BB = Brandenburg; HB = Bremen; HH = Hamburg; HE = Hesse; NI = Lower 
Saxony; MV = Mecklenburg-West Pomerania; NW = North Rhine-Westphalia; RP = Rheinland-Palatinate; SL = Saarland; SN = Saxony; ST = 
Saxony-Anhalt; SH = Schleswig-Holstein; TH = Thuringia. 
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Table 6.3: Federal influence on regional elections in Germany 

 

 Federal influence is … 

 

Dominant 
Stronger than 
influence of 

regional factors 

About the same 
as influence of 
regional factors 

Weaker than 
influence of 

regional 
factors 

Of little 
significance 

West ─ LOS; RHP SWH BDW; BAV; 
BER; HAM; 
NRW; SAA 

BRE; 
(HAM); HES 

East ─ MWP SXA BRA; (SXA); 
THU 

(BRA); SAX 

 

Notes: BDW = Baden-Württemberg; BAV = Bavaria; BER = Berlin; BRA = Brandeburg; 
BRE = Bremen; HAM = Hamburg; HES = Hessen; MWP = Mecklenburg-Westpommern; 
LOS = Lower Saxony; NRW = Nordrheid Westfalia; RHP = Rheinland-Pfalz; SAA = 
Saarland; SAX = Saxony; SXA = Saxony-Anhalt; SWH = Schleswig-Holstein; THU = 
Thüringen. 

 

Source: Völkl, et al. 2008. 
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Greece: Five typical second-order elections despite significant electoral reform 

Stavros Skrinis 

 

7.1. Introduction 

 

Election studies in Greece focus predominantly on national elections and only few studies 

analyze regional election results. In part this can be explained by the recent introduction of 

elections for the regional tier. There are four levels of administration in Greece: local, 

prefectural, regional and central government. For a long period in its electoral history, Greece 

had only two types of elections; local and general ones. The officials in each of the two 

middle tiers, that of 51 prefectures (nomoi) and ten regions (peripheries), or geographical 

departments, were appointed by the central government. Prefectural elections took place for 

the first time in 1994 for 51 regional administrations (NUTS 3), but proved to be short-lived 

as an institution. There have only been four elections at this level. In 2010, a massive 

reorganization of local and regional administration abolished elections for the prefecture but 

introduced elections for the thirteen regions (NUTS 2).  

This chapter is divided in four parts. In the first part, I present the background of regional 

elections in Greece; when they were introduced, how they are run, and I summarize the 

literature on Greek regional elections. In the second part, I study congruence between the 

regional and national vote with the help of the index of dissimilarity. In the third part, I 

approach regional elections through the second-order election model, in order to see if this 

model can explain regional election behavior. In the fourth part, I refer to the regionalization 

of the vote. 
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7.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Since 1978, local elections take place on the same day in autumn (usually in October) and 

local councils serve for a full four year term starting from January 1st of the next year 

following the election. Prefects were appointed by the government just as the members of the 

prefectural councils but this changed with the laws 2218/1994 and 2240/1994 which 

established elections for the prefectural councils.  

The main reason for decentralization was to bring government closer to the people and to 

allocate competences across the government according to the subsidiarity principle. Handling 

policies at the regional level was thought to lead to efficiency gains and better solutions for 

local problems. In addition, bringing government closer to citizens was thought to increase the 

trust in government by the people. Thus, the main idea was to provide prefectural bodies with 

decisive authority on matters arising within their district. Nevertheless, the competences of 

regional (prefectural) and local (municipal) issues were (and still are) not clearly defined. 

According to the Code of Prefectural Administration (Chapter A, art. 8) “the administration of 

prefectural level issues belongs to the Prefectural Administrations, except the competences on 

issues of public property, and the competences of: A. the ministries of National Defense, 

Foreign Affairs, Finance and Justice; B. the municipalities; C. the National Statistical 

Authority; and D. the Border Veterinary Control Units”.37 

 
37 According to the law 3463/2006, which clarified and elaborated on the existing 

competences of municipal administration, they cover the implementation of infrastructure, the 
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Prefectures are responsible for the administration of a designated territorial area, and several 

laws transfer a diverse set of responsibilities, duties and competences from the central 

government to the regional administrations. All prefectural administrations have directorates 

covering agriculture, veterinary and fisheries, urban planning, public works, commerce, social 

welfare, the environment, and intraregional public transportations. Nevertheless, the central 

government remains responsible for policy making and decision making, while the 

implementation of these policies and decisions is the responsibility of the prefecture. 

However, in the metropolitan areas of Athens and (to a lesser degree) Thessaloniki, most 

citizens are not aware for which level of administration is responsible for which policies. This 

is due to the fact that all central and regional government institutions and services are based 

within the same area and people just hold the central government accountable for all policies, 

even those that lie within the responsibilities of the prefectural cabinet. 

A few months after the 2009 general election, the new government passed the law 3852/2010 

(better known in Greece as the ‘Kallikratis Plan’), according to which prefectures would only 

be administrative subdivisions of the thirteen regions (Peripheries).38 In addition, regional 

elections will take place at the peripheries’ level instead of the prefectures. The rationale 

behind this reform was that powers (such as fiscal management) would be devolved from the 

central government to the regional level, and that local administration would function better if 

 
environment, the quality of life, employment and social welfare, schooling and sports, within 

the limits of each municipality.  

38 These are the identical to the NUTS 2 regions that have been instituted since 1987 and 

used in EU statistics, namely Attica, Central Greece, Central Macedonia, Crete, East 

Macedonia and Thrace, Epirus, Ionian Islands, North Aegean, Peloponnese, South Aegean, 

Thessaly, West Greece and West Macedonia.  



 195 

it were compatible with the territorial division in the EU. This reform has not been put to test 

in regional elections which means that people have not yet had the opportunity to evaluate, 

through their vote, the new and more powerful regional administrations.  

In 1994, it was decided that both local and regional elections would take place on the same 

day, with the same electoral system, and all elected councils would serve for a four year 

period. Prefects would be elected than centrally appointed. Each prefect would be the head of 

the winning list per prefecture. Regional elections for the prefecture administrations took 

place in 1994, 1998, 2002 and 2006. There were 51 prefectures (NUTS 3 nomenclature of 

territorial units for statistics) organized in 50 regional administrations.39 In 2010, after the 

change from prefectures to regions, it was also decided that from 2014 onwards, European, 

local and regional elections will all take place on the same day (in June), and that elected 

administrations will serve from September of the same year until the end of August after five 

years.40 

 
39 Although the main idea was that every prefecture would have its own administration, Attica had 

been divided in three: West Attica, East Attica and the super-prefecture (ypernomarchia) of Athens 

and Pireus. This was justified by the fact that about half the Greek population lives in Attica. This 

super-prefecture was again divided in two prefectural-level administrations; those of Athens and 

Pireus. There were also the super-prefectures of Evros-Rodopi and Xanthi-Kavala-Drama. The 

prefectures of Xanthi and Rodopi are home to the Muslim minority (population of about 120,000). 

According to Anagnostou and Triandafyllidou (2006) these enlarged administrations were a 

gerrymandering approach in order to ensure that the Muslims in Xanthi and Rodopi would be a 

minority among the electorate, as votes were calculated for the entire super-prefecture.  

40 This provision would solve the problem that many local and regional administrations 

encountered with the budget. Up to now the outgoing administration passed the budget for the 
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Local and regional elections are run with a two-round system. The absolute majority is 

necessary for a list to win.41 The winning list will be awarded with at least 60 per cent of the 

seats of the regional council.42 The remaining 40 per cent of the seats will be allocated over 

the opposition parties in proportion to their vote shares. If no party secures a majority after the 

first round, which is the most common outcome, then the two largest parties compete in a 

second round. After the first round, about half of the seats are allocated proportionately. After 

the second round, the rest of the seats are allocated in such a way that the winner will obtain 

at least three fifths of the total number of seats in the council. Preferential voting is allowed 

within each list, but only for candidate council members and not the head of the list. 

Candidates may run in as many elections they want, although for the first three elections 

(1994, 1998 and 2002), incumbents could only get re-elected once.43 

In contrast to the regional electoral system which contains majoritarian elements, general 

elections are run in one round and seats are allocated according to a system of ‘reinforced 

 
next year in October, and thereby bound the next administration at least for a year. From the 

2014 election onwards the newly elected council will be able to pass its own budget for the 

first year of office.  

41 However, in 2006 the winning threshold was decreased to 42 per cent. This amendment 

was annulled with the law 3852/2010 and the absolute majority was reinstituted.  

42 From 1994 to 2006, the number of seats in regional parliaments varied from 21 in the less 

populated prefectures such as Grevena and Evritania to 74 in the super-prefecture of Athens 

and Pireus, while after the 2010 reform, it varied between 41 in North Aegean and the Ionian 

Islands and 101 in the most populated region of Attica.  

43 Unrestricted reelection was introduced with the law 3345/2005. 
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proportionality’ (RPR), which is a PR system that favors the first party.44 This electoral 

system has been in use for more than six decades. It favors the largest party by providing it 

with an absolute majority in the parliament and thereby ensuring a more or less stable 

government. Despite the differences between the electoral systems for the regional and 

national tier, the outcome is the same: single party government which can rely on an absolute 

majority of the seats. 

Although each national mandate should last for four years, only few parliaments have 

completed a full term; the last term which was completed was the 2000-2004 assembly. 

Despite the frequent early national elections, regional elections have always taken place at 

mid-term of the national electoral cycle (not sooner than a year after and not closer than a year 

before a general election).  

Political parties are not allowed to participate in regional and local elections directly, but they 

are free to give official support to the candidates of their choice. The name of each list must 

be original and different from the names of registered, existing parties. The main idea behind 

this provision was that local politics should not be overshadowed by parties, party politics and 

national politics, but, actually, it poses more problems than it solves.  

What happens in practice, especially at the regional level and in large cities, is that parties 

want to make an impression by winning there, so caucuses deliberate and draft lists consisting 

of candidates with a clear party affiliation and sometimes the candidates are elite party 

 
44 The main thrust of this electoral system is that the party which is able to win a plurality of 

the votes should be ‘reinforced’. Throughout the years there have been some modifications to 

the RPR, for example whether the largest party’s extra seats come from the smaller parties or 

from the second largest party (Nicolacopoulos, 2005, p.272). 
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members, including former government or members of the parliament.45 It is not unusual that 

two candidates from the same party compete with each other on separate regional lists. Often, 

one candidate is officially nominated and backed by the statewide party, whereas the other is 

a ‘rebel’. As a consequence the candidates confuse and eventually divide their voter base. 

Things even get more complicated when independent candidates participate or when a 

candidate is officially supported by more than one statewide party. However, regional parties 

are practically absent in Greece. I will discuss this in more detail in section 7.5.  

The literature on regional elections in Greece is rather scarce. Few papers have been 

published on local and European elections, and even fewer on regional elections. One reason 

is that general elections are more important than the other types of elections, because more is 

at stake in national elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). Another reason is that regional 

elections have been introduced recently in Greece. Although Greece has known a 

decentralized government structure with ten regions and 51 prefectures (nomoi) since 1845, 

there were only local and general elections. Both regional and prefectural administrations 

were appointed by the central government. It was not until 1994 that people could vote for 

prefecture councilors. Four elections later, the law 3852/2010 downgraded prefectures to 

administrative subdivisions of the 13 regions, and elections take place for these regional 

administrations (peripheries).  

One of the first papers analyzing subnational elections is by Lyrintzis (2000) who studies the 

relationship between political parties and local (and regional) administration, describing the 

way parties competed in local elections, and the dependence of local administrations to the 

 
45 Therefore, in the data analysis below, I treat the lists participating in regional elections as 

‘normal’ party lists.  



 199 

parties. He shows that the parties’ role had changed overtime and that their influence had 

decreased at the local level.  

Two papers by Mavris (2002; 2006) compares the 2002 and 2006 regional elections with the 

previous general elections. For the 2002 election, Mavris observes a similar two-party system 

structure as for the general election in 2000. The two leading parties, the rightwing New 

Democracy and the center-left PASOK, accumulated around 86 per cent of the vote in both 

elections. Despite the different electoral system for regional elections, different party 

alliances, voter dealignment, and the number of independent candidates, national and regional 

election results converged and were very close to each other. Nevertheless, Mavris concludes 

that regional elections are more important than local ones, and regional elections tend to show 

more first-order than second-order election characteristics.  

Moschonas (2003) studied the regional elections of 2002, and analyzes vote share 

dissimilarities for the two major parties between regional and national elections, as well as 

between local and national elections. On the one hand, he concludes that incongruence of the 

vote was affected by dealignment among voters and parties, local issues and particular events 

which took place close to the election. On the other, incongruence was not affected by the 

governmental status of parties. In other words, Moschonas claims that the 2002 regional 

election results cannot be explained by referring to the second-order election model.  

Skrinis and Teperoglou (2008) focus on the relationship between different types of second-

order elections. Their paper employs the index of dissimilarity, which compares the results for 

two elections, in order to shed light on the relationship between municipal (local level) and 

European (supra-national level) elections in three Southern European countries, Greece, 

Portugal and Spain. They use aggregate electoral results (the last three municipal elections in 

each country) from the capitals of Greek prefectures, the capitals of Portuguese districts and 
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the capitals of Spanish provinces and they compare these elections with the closest European 

(and parliamentary) contests. They observe high dissimilarity between elections, which lead 

them to conclude that the local and European electoral arenas are quite independent from one 

another and that vote choice in the various electoral arenas is affected by different factors.  

 

7.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

The most common way to measure congruence of the vote is the use of the index of 

dissimilarity (Johnston, 1980; Abedi and Siaroff, 1999). I apply the index of dissimilarity on 

the electoral results of prefectural (1994 to 2006) and regional (2010) elections in Greece and 

I compare them to the closest in time elections to the national parliament. The index expresses 

the proportion of the electorate who would have to change their vote in order for the [one type 

of] election result to be converted into the [other] one (Jeffery and Hough, 2003). The index 

ranges from 0, when all votes are cast in the same way, to a hypothetical 100, when all votes 

are cast differently.  

As explained in the introduction of this book we may differentiate between three 

operationalizations of congruence of the vote. Electorate congruence (NN-NR) compares the 

statewide vote in a national election with the national vote in a particular region. Election 

congruence (NR-RR) compares the national vote in a particular region with the regional vote 

for that region. Finally, party system congruence (NN-RR) contrasts the statewide vote for a 

general election to the regional vote in a region.  

As explained above, political parties are not allowed to participate in regional elections but in 

practice statewide parties endorse particular candidates on region-specific lists. However, 
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sometimes two candidates on different regional lists are associated with the same statewide 

party, or a list is backed by more than one statewide party. For example, in the 2010 election, 

four out of the 13 winning regional lists had mixed party support. The situation is even more 

complex for earlier prefectural elections. For the 1994 and 1998 elections more than half of 

the winning lists were supported by several parties (in 1994, 26 and in 1998, 30 out of 50 had 

mixed party support). Mixed party support decreased for later prefectural elections. In 2002, 

only nine and in 2006, when 42 per cent would be enough to get a list elected in the first 

round, only two out of 50 regional lists were supported by several parties.46  

 

[Figure 7.1 here] 

 

Figure 7.1 shows the development in congruence of the vote since the Second World War 

according to the three operationalizations. For the period 1945-92 there is only one line 

(electorate congruence NN-NR) because regional elections were introduced in 1994.  

The peaks that break the line have to do mainly with institutional and party system changes in 

Greek political history, rather than regional incongruence. Throughout this period the trend 

 
46 The conservative party (ND) in government since 2004 passed this amendment. They 

claimed this would not affect the results but actually save money since fewer municipalities 

and prefectures would go to a second round. The opposition feared and claimed that this was a 

strategic move in order to win more municipalities since ND had the relative majority. Even if 

this were the case, in the second round, center-left and left-wing voters supported the list on 

the left and gave them the absolute majority.  
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has been towards increasing congruence between the aggregate electoral results and the votes 

within the regional level.  

Electorate congruence (NN-NR) fluctuates around 20 per cent. Only for the first elections 

incongruence may be ascribed to the territorial voter base of the two largest ideological blocks 

(the right and the center left) because the left resistance to the German occupation was better 

rooted in certain midland territories, while the right was controlling cities and towns. The 

relatively low incongruence of around 20 per cent of the vote can be ascribed to the fact that 

there are no non-statewide parties in Greece, to the strongholds of the two largest political 

parties in the regions (Skrinis, 2009, p.66), and to the process of stabilization and ‘freezing’ of 

the party system.  

In 1956, part competition revolved around two ideological blocks47 and the electorate was 

almost doubled, since it was the first time that women were allowed to vote. In 1958, the right 

won again, but the center lost the second place to the left EDA. The votes were unevenly 

distributed across the territory and thus incongruence increased. Between 1961 and the 1967 

coup, an electoral law48 ended the fragmentation within each ideological block, and led to a 

two party competition, keeping electorate incongruence low. 

 
47 Moschonas (1995, p.167-8) has argued that the post-war cleavage was between the 

(conservative) right and the (liberal and reforming) ‘anti-right’. Although the governing right 

was more or less unified, the ant-right was composed of various parties from the center and 

the left. 

48 The electoral law that was passed after the 1958 election favored parties that got more than 

15% of the votes in the allocation of seats 
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After the seven year dictatorship, the party system was reconstituted, and the two ideological 

blocks carried on with almost the same strength as before. The center left electorate moved 

from Enosis Kentrou to PASOK, and ERE voters supported Karamanlis’ new party, New 

Democracy. During the 1980s the two main parties, PASOK and ND, obtained 86 per cent of 

the vote, and until 2010 the two party system appears to be ‘frozen’, with the exception of a 

short interlude coinciding with PASOK’s identity crisis (Diamandopoulos, 1997, p.291-3) 

around 1989.  

After the 1993 general election and the first prefectural election in 1994, incongruence drops 

and fluctuates between five and 10 per cent. Party system congruence (NN-RR) and election 

congruence (NR-RR) are higher, almost twice as high as for electorate incongruence. For 

2010, there is a significant drop for party system and election incongruence. This can be 

related to the regional reform, which transferred the elections for the 51 nomoi to the ten 

regions. As a result, voter preferences are aggregated at a level closer to the national level and 

this leads to a homogenization of election results. Changes in party system congruence (NN-

RR) are closely linked to changes in election congruence (NR-RR) which seems to suggest 

that the main source of difference between national and regional electoral behavior is related 

to vote switching between the two elections. I explore change between regional and national 

vote shares in the next section.  

 

7.4. Second-order election effects 

 

Most election studies on non-national elections adopt the second-order election model, 

introduced by Reif and Schmitt in 1980, which states that general elections are first-order 

contests, while all other types of elections are second-order. However, it is interesting to 
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observe that some studies found different rank orders for subordinate elections. For example, 

Heath et al. (1999), Irwin (1995) and Mavris (2003) found that contests for local councils are 

more important to the voters than those for the European Parliament.  

In order to evaluate the merits of the second-order election model for regional elections in 

Greece, we analyze turnout and changes in vote shares for government and opposition parties 

between regional and national elections. Nevertheless, Mavris (2006) has argued that the 

evaluation of the influence that political forces have in local and regional elections has to take 

into consideration both levels of administration and representation. The simultaneity of the 

local and regional contests hampers their study, as political behavior towards one affects the 

other as well.49  

 

[Figure 7.2 here] 

 

Figure 7.2 displays turnout figures for national and regional elections. Comparing turnout 

between general and regional elections in Greece is ‘tricky’ for two reasons. First, Greece is 

one of the few countries in Europe where voting in all elections is compulsory.50 This is why 

turnout is so high over time. The second reason is that there have only been five regional 

elections. This number is too low to reach valid conclusions. Despite these caveats there are 

 
49 There are a number of interesting questions that arise out of holding simultaneous 

elections, such as which subnational tier is conceived to be more important by the voters; 

which political arena affects the other; does turnout in one election attract voters to the other 

election as well; is  the extent of vote splitting the same across subnational tiers? 

50 Although voting remains compulsory, administrative penalties, such as banning from 

issuing a passport or a driving license, were annulled with the law 3132/2004.  
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some interesting observations to make. Looking at the chart more closely, one may observe 

that turnout for each regional election has been lower than for the adjacent national contest. 

Average turnout in the five regional elections is 68.74 per cent whereas it is 72.19 per cent for 

general elections. This finding corroborates the expectation of the second-order election 

model that turnout for regional elections is lower than for general elections. Especially in the 

2010 election, many voters decided to abstain. This was probably a reflection of their 

disappointment and lack of trust in (national) politicians in the way they handled the fiscal 

crisis the country got into a few months earlier. 

 

[Figure 7.3 here] 

 

The second-order model assumes that government parties lose vote share in comparison to the 

previous general election. Another assumption is that the maximum loss is incurred at mid-

term of the national election cycle. The explanation for this electoral behavior is that voters 

vote strategically for the opposition party to send a message of disappointment to the central 

government, or voters vote according to their real preference and vote for smaller parties. 

Figure 7.3 shows the losses of the governing party and the gains for the opposition parties for 

the five regional elections in Greece. The pattern of losses and gains corroborate clearly a 

second-order election interpretation: governing parties always lose while opposition parties 

always win vote share. The strong second-order election effects may be explained by the fact 

that Greece has had single party governments throughout the period. PASOK was in 

government when the 1994, 1998, 2002 and 2010 elections took place and ND was in national 

government at the time of the 2006 elections. Both parties fared worse in each regional 

election compared to their vote share in the previous national elections when they were in 

national government. The extent of party vote share loss varies across the regional elections 
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and this may be ascribed to several explanations; for example, candidate effects, 

developments in the national electoral arena and media coverage.51 However, the extent to 

which these factors affect regional election results demands a more elaborate analysis 

whereby each election is studied in depth. I will provide an example in the discussion (section 

7.6). In most of the cases, the profile and personality of the head of each list is the most 

important factor. Furthermore, changes in the main political arena will have an effect on 

regional elections results.  

The opposition party’s gains are not equal to the governing party’s losses, which has to do 

with the fact that only those parties (and official lists) that competed in both the general and 

the regional elections are included in the calculations. The vote shares obtained by 

independent and/or ‘rebel’ candidacies are excluded. However, it is important to mention their 

vote share averages 8.5 per cent over the five elections.52 This also indicates that a ‘protest’ 

vote does not necessarily benefit opposition parties. Vote shares for independents may be 

interpreted both as second-order and regionalized election behavior. On the one hand some 

voters may ‘experiment’ with their vote because they do not feel the election is important 

enough to vote for the candidate nominated by the statewide party. On the other hand, locally 

rooted politicians may attract the electorate according to local issues.  

 

7.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 
51 In Reif and Schmitt’s wording (1980, p.10-4), the specific-arena, the main political arena 

change and the campaign dimensions respectively. 

52 The average vote share for independents and/or ‘rebels’ per election is 17.8 per cent for 

1994, 7.28 per cent for 1998, 7.24 per cent for 2002, 3.72 per cent for 2006, and 6.43 per cent 

for 2010.  



 207 

 

Another interesting element of the regional political arena is government congruence between 

the regional administration and the central government. Government congruence is calculated 

by using the same index as for vote congruence but seats shares are taken instead of vote 

shares. Figure 7.4 displays government congruence for 1994 until 2010. The (majoritarian) 

two-round electoral system used in regional elections increases dissimilarities between 

regional and national government to a considerable extent. For example, between 1994 and 

2010 party system (NN-RR) and election (NR-RR) incongruence fluctuates between 15.76 

and 10.41 but government incongruence varies between 64 and 40 per cent. There are no clear 

territorial patterns for government congruence. However, in the regions where the central 

government party does not win, dissimilarity is larger. This is also the reason why the 

standard deviation is high for every election.  

 

[Figure 7.4 here] 

 

As mentioned above, non-statewide parties are practically absent in Greece. Several reasons 

may account for this. Greece has an extremely homogeneous population, and, until the 2012 

elections, a rather stable party system (Pappas, 2001; Voulgaris, 2008). The extensive 

polarization and bi-partism in the 1990s and 2000s, has ensured that there has not been much 

room left for non-statewide parties to appear in regional, let alone national elections.  

Even in Western Thrace, the only region where a regionalist party might flourish because of 

its significant Muslim population, there are neither distinct voting patterns nor region specific 
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parties. However, almost all statewide parties participating in elections in Western Thrace 

include Muslims on their lists. 

On the other hand, one may identify that, in many cases, the size of the electorate is positively 

associated with the extent of second-order election effects.  Apparently, a smaller regional 

population makes voters less prone to abstain or split their votes between elections, whereas 

in larger constituencies voters may feel less bound to a particular vote choice.  

Moreover, the process of party system homogenization, apparent during the five regional 

contests, diminishes the electoral space for cleavages to deepen. The statewide parties do have 

strongholds in certain regions but cleavages have an ideological rather than a geographical 

base.  

 

7.6. Discussion 

 

Election to regional administrations is a relatively new institution in Greece. There have only 

been five contests since 1994 and none of them have taken place under similar conditions. In 

1994, regional elections took place at the NUTS 3 (prefecture – nomoi) level. In 1998, the 

electoral catalogs were cleaned up and updated. In 2002, incumbents were not allowed to run 

for a third term. The winning threshold was decreased from 50 per cent to 42 per cent for the 

2006 election, and in 2010, regional elections took place at the NUTS 2 (regions – 

peripheries) level. The electoral system used in regional elections is different from the one 

used for general elections. In addition, in regional elections political parties coalesce and 

support the same list. Together these circumstances make the comparison between elections a 

bit precarious, either when the comparison is between one regional contest and the next or 
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when the comparison involves regional and general elections. Despite these difficulties, the 

timing of Greek regional elections is perfect to evaluate second-order election effects. All 

regional elections took place in the middle of the national electoral cycle (not sooner than a 

year after and not closer than a year before a general election).  

The comparison between regional and general election results shows that vote incongruence is 

low, and that both the national and regional electoral arenas move in parallel. This leads to the 

conclusion that the regional political arena is quite similar to the national one. At the same 

time, Reif and Schmitt’s second-order election model seems to apply very well to regional 

elections in Greece. Turnout has always been lower in regional than in general contests, 

government parties lose votes, while opposition parties fare better. The differences between 

regional and national election results can be in great part attributed to second-order election 

effects. Hence, the evidence clearly supports the claim that regional elections are subordinate 

to national elections. 

The second-order election model has less to say with regard to the extent of second-order 

election effects. To explain the degree of ‘second-orderness’ we need to turn to an in depth 

analysis, which would probably take into account circumstantial factors such as the profile of 

certain candidates, the state of the economy, and concurrent issues. Three examples may 

illustrate the added value of such an in depth analysis.  

The first example concerns the effect of candidate selection or candidate characteristics.  In 

the 2002 elections for the super prefecture of Athens-Piraeus, the ND supported Yannis 

Tzannetakos who followed a rather unfortunate campaign aiming to undermine his opponent 

Fofi Gennimata, who was supported by PASOK. Tzannetakos had started his political career 

in a center-left party and could therefore not attract the support of many rightwing voters 

within the ND. Gennimata secured a lot of left-wing votes as the daughter of a PASOK 
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minister who was very popular until his death. As a result, Tzannetakos got only 27.3 per cent 

of the votes in the first round, while Gennimata won with 39.5 per cent, and she also won the 

second round. 

The second example addresses the particular economic circumstances under which regional 

elections take place. The 2010 regional elections took place in a time of political 

disenchantment, due to the fiscal crisis as well as the administrative change that was brought 

by the law 3852/2010, which introduced elections for the thirteen regions. The 2010 regional 

election was conceived by the electorate as a golden opportunity to express its disappointment 

with the budget cuts introduced by the statewide government and voters voted for a different 

candidate or party than they would normally vote for. As a result, a lot of new candidates and 

parties have entered into the regional electoral arenas. For example, in the Attica region, ten 

lists obtained at least one seat, while in the previous election of 2006 only five lists had won 

seats.  

The third example deals with issues which take place near or during the election campaign. In 

early 2002, left-wing Panos Skotiniotis, two-time Prefect of Magnisia and who was supported 

by SYN and PASOK, clashed with PASOK’s Prefectural Committee. As the election 

approached and despite the intensification of the personal clash, the PASOK and SYN 

continued with their alliance, and, as a result, the ND supported candidate won. 

The subordinate status of regional elections is sustained by several regional institutional 

characteristics. Simultaneous local and regional elections weaken party identification and 

induce voters to split their vote across electoral arenas. Another important characteristic is 

that in many cases, the duties and responsibilities of the elected prefects and regional 

administrations are not clearly separated  -especially in the two metropolitan areas (Attica 
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and Thessaloniki), where both the national and regional government are based- which creates 

a situation in which a voter cannot clearly attribute government responsibility across the tiers.  

In sum, regional elections in Greece are clear text-book examples of second-order elections. 

However, with the introduction of 13 larger regional governments and the continuing 

decentralization of competences from the central government to the regional level from 2010 

onwards, it remains to be seen in how far regional elections in Greece remain second-order.  
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Greece: Five typical second-order elections despite significant electoral reform 

 

Figure 7.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes:  Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Greek country excel file. 
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Figure 7.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Greek country excel file. 
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Figure 7.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Greek country excel file. 
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Figure 7.4: Congruence between national and regional governments 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Greek country excel file. 
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Italy: Between growing incongruence and region-specific dynamics 

Emanuele Massetti 

Giulia Sandri 

 

8.1. Introduction 

 

Since the early 1990s the Italian political system has undergone substantive change. 

Politically, there has been the collapse of traditional political parties and the slow re-building 

of a new party system centered on bipolar competition and on an augmented salience of 

territorial politics. Institutionally, a number of reforms have changed local, regional and 

national voting systems, and brought about a stronger decentralization of power towards 

subnational units. These changes appear to have had an impact on the link between regional 

and national elections. Before the 1992-94 political turmoil, Italian regional politics was 

argued to be a minor replication of national themes and trends (De Mucci, 1987; Tronconi and 

Roux, 2009). The patterns of voting behavior and the format of party competition in regional 

elections were considered to be completely dependent on national dynamics, the only 

differences being a lower level of turnout and slightly higher vote swings between elections. 

In contrast, regional elections appear to have started to follow a generalized pattern of 

‘second-order’ electoral behavior precisely during the last two decades (Chiaramonte and Di 

Virgilio, 2000; Loughlin and Bolgherini, 2003; Tronconi and Roux, 2009). We aim to 

investigate to what extent regional politics has become enfranchised from national dynamics 

in the sense of observed diversification of voting behavior between national and regional 

levels, and amongst regions. In this analysis we pay particular attention to institutional 

(special vs. ordinary regions), longitudinal (First vs. Second Republic), and territorial 

(southern vs. northern regions) differentiation. 
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In general, scholarly attention devoted to regional elections in Italy has been significant but 

not vast. Since the edited collections of studies published by Caciagli and Corbetta in 1987, 

the analysis of overall patterns of voting in regional elections in Italy has been limited to the 

(re)assessment of the second-order nature of sub-national electoral competitions (Ghini, 1976; 

Feltrin, 1990; Loughlin and Bolgherini, 2006). Beside the various scientific works on voting 

behavior dedicated to case studies for specific regions, only recently we can witness a renewal 

of the scientific interest in this topic and a relatively important change in the methodological 

and theoretical approaches. For instance, the seminal works published by D’Alimonte (1995) 

and by Chiaramonte and D’Alimonte (2000) were the first to analyze a case study on a 

specific regional election year for all the regions (D’Alimonte and De Sio, 2007). More 

recently, Tronconi and Roux (2009) and Legnante and Segatti (2009) innovated the 

methodological approach usually implemented to apprehend regional elections in Italy by 

suggesting to focus the analysis of regional elections on the territorial distribution of the vote 

and by raising some exploratory considerations on the Italian electoral cycle and its impact on 

voting behavior at sub-national level. In the next section we introduce the institutional 

framework in which the regions are embedded. In particular, we discuss the asymmetric 

structure of Italian regionalism, the main changes in the level of powers attributed to the 

regions, the electoral systems for regional elections compared with those for national 

elections, and the electoral cycles. In the second substantive section we analyze the 

longitudinal changes in the congruence of vote using the three indexes presented in the 

introduction of this volume. The third section focuses on second order symptoms, such as 

level of turnout, performances of government/opposition parties and electoral cycles.  

Finally, in the fourth section, we turn our attention to government congruence and the impact 

of regional parties. The final discussion highlights different trends emerging between ordinary 

and special regions, and between the First and the Second Republic. 
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8.2. Regional government and regional elections  

 

The Italian Republic is formed by the (central) state, the regions and the local governments 

(provinces, metropolitan cities and local councils). There are formally twenty regions. All 

regions, except for the small Val d’Aosta, are divided in at least two provinces, which are 

further divided in many local councils. The level of regional authority in Italy has changed 

through time and is different across regions. The politicization of ethno-cultural specificities 

in three bordering regions in the Alps (Val d’Aosta, Trentino-Alto Adige and Friuli Venezia 

Giulia) and in the two large Mediterranean islands (Sicily and Sardinia) have been translated 

into the adoption of an a-symmetric form of regionalized structure. In the 1948 Constitution, 

these five regions were granted a special status (‘Regioni a Statuto Speciale’ – Special Status 

Regions, RSSs) and were allowed to elect their regional assemblies since the late 1940s (with 

the exception of Friuli-Venezia Giulia which remained ‘frozen’ until the solution of the 

Trieste question in 1954, but first elections as late as 1963). The other fifteen ordinary regions 

(‘Regioni a Statuto Ordinario’ – Ordinary Status Regions, RSOs) were recognized by the 

1948 Constitution but were given less powers and were left in waiting for the necessary 

legislation to implement their actual establishment. Such legislation arrived only in the late 

1960s and the first ‘ordinary’ regional elections were held simultaneously in 1970. 

In all regions, independently of the different powers accorded, the executives are distinct from 

the regional assemblies and must retain the confidence of the latter. In 1972 the Constitution 

was changed to declare the shift of most special powers from the region Trentino-Alto Adige 

to its two constituent parts, the two autonomous provinces (APs) of Trent and Bolzano/Bozen 

(or Südtirol). The full implementation of this constitutional amendment took several decades 

but, eventually, led to the separation of the two entities that, although still called ‘provinces’, 
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are now treated as being two separate regions (for instance when the Constitution refers to the 

special status entities it does not mention the five RSOs but the four RSOs and the two APs). 

Indeed, the last proper regional election in Trentino-Alto Adige was held in 1998. Since then 

there have only been separate provincial elections, and the regional assembly has become a 

mere meeting of the two provincial assemblies. Nevertheless, for simplicity and data 

harmonization reasons, in this study we have considered the two provinces of TAA after 1998 

(and thus concerning the 1998, 2003 and 2008 provincial elections) as a region, therefore 

aggregating the data for the two provinces at the regional level. 

In general, regional authority has grown considerably in all regions during the Second 

Republic. In particular, the reforms of the late 1990s gave the regions some fiscal powers: a 

regional tax on producing activities (IRAP), set by the central government but fully collected 

by the regions; and a fixed share of the income tax, again set by the central government. In 

addition, the constitutional reform approved in 2001 extended considerably the exclusive and 

shared competences of the regions. More controversial is the outcome of the latest ‘fiscal 

federalist’ reform (2009-2011), which enhanced the fiscal powers of the regions but, 

surprisingly, compressed their overall financial capacity. The reform aimed at substituting 

transfers from the state with an increase of the fixed share of income tax collected by the 

regions, and to enhance their income tax-varying powers. However, these measures were 

taken within a context of restrictive budget policy which penalized particularly regional and 

local governments (Massetti, 2012). While these reforms have considerably reduced the gap 

between RSSs and RSOs, the former still enjoy a privileged treatment, especially in terms 

financial arrangements with the state (Baldi, 2010; Barbero and Zanardi, 2011).  

Italy has been characterized by an overall congruence between the electoral systems deployed 

at national and regional level. During the First Republic (1946-93), all of them - with the 

exception of Val d’Aosta in the short period 1946-63 – were proportional, with no formal 
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barriers. During this period compulsory voting was enforced (but only through administrative 

sanctions) both in national and regional elections. The new national voting system, introduced 

in 1993, was a mixed one, predominantly majoritarian: 75 per cent of seats allocated in single-

member constituencies through FPTP and 25 per cent of seats allocated in multi-member 

constituencies through PR, with a four per cent national threshold. 

Regional voting systems, as far as the fifteen RSOs are concerned, were also changed in 1995 

and 1999, introducing a majoritarian logic, with the provision of a majority bonus for the 

winning coalition; and a personalistic logic, with the direct election of the regional ‘first 

minister’ (called President of the region). Although the individual regions have the power to 

amend their own voting system, virtually all RSOs have remained loyal to a common scheme. 

Voters cast two votes, one for the candidates for president (each supported by a coalition of 

parties) and one for a party list (not necessarily of the same coalition). Seats are distributed 

proportionally between parties but the coalition supporting the winning candidate for 

president (who is elected in a second round if s/he has not reached 50 per cent plus one vote in 

the first round) is awarded a bonus of seats ensuring a majority in the regional assembly. The 

bonus is then redistributed amongst the parties of the winning coalition. In 2001, the voting 

systems of the RSSs were changed too, and in the same direction as the RSOs. In addition, the 

change in 2005 of the national electoral system, which brings back a formally PR system but 

with a strong majoritarian logic by introducing a bonus for the winning coalition (Massetti, 

2006), has made the voting systems for the two levels even more similar (Calise, 2006). 

Moreover, the regional executive is not subject to a confidence vote by the regional 

parliament, but the latter can vote a no-confidence motion to remove the executive from 

office. The assembly size varies nowadays between 90 seats in the Sicilian parliament and 30 

in the Basilicata legislature. 
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In both RSOs and RSSs elections are usually held every five years. RSSs have mostly voted in 

the second last (e.g. 1948) and in the fourth year (e.g. 1953) of every decade but at different 

dates. RSOs, in contrast, have always voted on the same day (horizontal simultaneity) in the 

first (for instance, 1970) and in the middle year (for instance, 1975) of every decade, with the 

minor and rather recent exceptions of Molise (that held anticipated elections in 2001 and has 

voted a year after all the other RSOs since) and Abruzzo (that held anticipated elections in 2008, 

thus skipping the last round of RSOs elections in 2010). RSOs elections, therefore, represent a 

strong national test for political parties. This is also linked to the fact that RSOs elections are 

sometimes held simultaneously with local elections thus reinforcing the “second-orderness” 

features of these elections. In addition, they have never been held in vertical simultaneity and 

always more than a year away from the closest general election (five out of nine times two years 

away from the closest general election; and five out of nine times in the second half of the term). 

In contrast, RSSs-APs elections have always followed their own calendar, avoiding both 

horizontal and vertical simultaneity.  

This synthetic analysis of institutional arrangements of Italian regions and their changes 

through time raise two main expectations. First, electoral behavior should be more 

regionalized in RSSs than in RSOs, as the former have more powers and follow an 

independent electoral calendar. In addition, this expectation is also based on the fact that in 

most RSSs the ethno-territorial cleavage has always remained active, resulting in the presence 

of strong non-statewide-parties. Secondly, electoral behavior should be more regionalized in 

the Second than in the First Republic, as RSOs were considerably empowered. Also this 

second ‘institutionalist’ expectation finds a ‘political’ backup. Indeed, in the Second Republic 

the ethno-territorial cleavage was mobilized in RSOs too. The result was the emergence of 

new non-statewide-parties, such as the northern regional leagues in the 1980s and the 

Movement for Autonomies (MpA) in the south, and of statewide-parties with extreme 
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differences in electoral scores across areas of the country, like the Lega Nord (LN) and the 

Union of European Democrats (UDEUR).  

 

8.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

Like in other states that have been established relatively recently, the center-periphery cleavage 

has always been of a certain importance in Italian electoral politics by providing ‘fertile ground’ 

for regionalist parties which contribute to differences between the regional and national vote. 

We discuss congruence of the vote in light of center-periphery cleavage because, although such 

cleavage has historically remained confined in some RSSs, it has acquired a national salience 

as explanatory factor of voting dissimilarity since the 1990s, with the breakthrough of the LN 

and other leagues (Messina, 1998; Loughlin and Bolgherini, 2006; Tronconi and Roux, 2009; 

Pala and Sandri, 2011). 

The definition of state borders has undergone several changes from 1861 to 1954 – inclusion 

of Veneto in 1866; inclusion of Lazio in 1870, inclusion of Trent, Bolzano/Bozen, Trieste and 

Istria in 1919; the loss of Istria and Trieste in 1945; and the final re-inclusion of Trieste in 

1954 – and such borders mainly concerned the Alpine region, widely re-known for its ethno-

cultural variety and its tradition of local/regional self-government (Caramani and Mény, 

2005). As a result, some northern bordering regions include several ethno-linguistic 

minorities, the most important being the German speaking community in the region Trentino-

Alto Adige, which has always constituted a majority within the Bolzano/Bozen province 

(Südtirol); the French speaking community in the small region Val d’Aosta, whose once 

important size has considerably decreased in the last decades due to immigration form other 

regions and Italianization of the regional population; and the Slovenian community in the 

region Friuli-Venezia Giulia, which has always been a small minority. Regionalist parties 
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have, therefore, been very active and successful in Trentino-Alto Adige and Val d’Aosta, 

much less so in Friuli-Venezia Giulia.  

In addition, southern Italy has always been economically dependent on the central state, a 

characteristic that, coupled with the absence or weakness of ethno-cultural specificities, tends 

to hinder the electoral growth of regionalist parties. As a result, in the south, the only two 

regions traditionally characterized by the presence of a center-periphery cleavage have been 

the two large islands, Sicily and Sardinia. And even here, the importance of this cleavage and 

the strength of regionalist parties have never come close to the levels of Val d’Aosta and 

Trentino-Alto Adige. In the latter two regions the Union Valdôtaine (UV) and the Sudtiroler 

Volks Partei (SVP) have been very strong, or even dominant, regionalist parties (Sandri, 

2012; Massetti and Sandri, 2012; Pallaver, 2007). In contrast, the main regionalist parties in 

the two islands, the Movimento per l’Indipendenza della Sicilia (MIS) and the Partito Sardo 

d’Azione (PSdAz) have been respectively a meteoric and a minor force in regional politics. 

Only in recent years southern regionalist (or regional) parties, such as the Udeur, the 

Movimento per le Autonomie (MpA), Noi Sud (NS) and Forza Sud (FS), have started to 

emerge, but still with rather limited electoral scores.  

The birth of these parties, however, has less to do ethno-cultural peculiarities of the regions in 

which they are created then they have with the development of national politics. In particular, 

they are the result, on the one hand, of the disintegration or crisis of statewide center-right 

parties (respectively the DC in the early 1990s and the PDL from in the late 2000s) and, on 

the other hand, they are the response to the emergence of the Lega Nord (LN) and its attempt 

to politicize the north-south economic divide to the advantage of northern regions (especially 

the northern RSOs). Indeed, the LN surely represents the most important ‘interpreter’ of 

territorial politics in the Second Republic (Cento Bull and Gilbert, 2001). The party, which 

has its electoral stronghold in Lombardy and Veneto, has penetrated all northern and, to a 
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lesser extent, central regions, becoming since the 1992 general election a relevant actor in the 

national party system. Given the nation-wide relevance of this party, its vote does not always 

constitute a source of regional deviance from the national average. For instance, regions such 

as Liguria and Emilia-Romagna tend to have electoral results that, as far as the LN’s 

performances are concerned, come very close to the national average. 

Having provided an overview of center-periphery politics in Italy, we can now discuss its 

impact on specific ‘dependent variables’ by formulating some hypotheses. A region 

characterized by a strong ethno-territorial identity, especially if this translates into the 

presence of regionalist parties, can be expected to display less ‘second-order’ effects. 

Therefore, all symptoms envisaged by second-order theory (low turnout, losses for 

government parties, gains for opposition/small parties) should feature less prominently in 

these regions. In addition, the presence of strong regionalist parties competing at all levels of 

government represent the most important source of dissimilarity both between the regional 

and national electoral preferences (NN-NR), and between the formats of the regional and 

national party systems (NN-RR). The exception to this rule is represented by those few 

regions where the LN’s scores are very similar to its national average. 

One way to measure the interactions between the regional and national levels in terms of 

electoral patterns is to look at the degree of incongruence of the vote. In order to understand 

the distinctiveness of voting across territorial units we use the three indexes of incongruence 

presented in the introduction (Schakel, 2011). Figures 8.1A and 8.1B display the averages 

values for the three measurements of congruence of the vote discussed in this book and this 

for RSSs (Figure 8.1B) and RSOs (Figure 8.1A) respectively. The measurements are averaged 

over regions per election. The results of each national election held between 1945 and 2010 

are compared to the results of regional elections held closest in time. More precisely, the 

index of party system incongruence (NN-RR) compares the national elections results for the 
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country as a whole with the regional election results for a particular region. NN-RR conflates 

election (national and regional elections) and electorate (national and regional voters) 

dissimilarities. In order to disentangle the types of dissimilarities, we also use the index of 

election incongruence (NR-RR), which taps the difference between the national vote in the 

region and the regional vote in the region, and the index of electorate incongruence (NN-NR), 

which represents the difference between the national elections’ vote in the whole country and 

the national elections’ vote in one region. 

 

[Figure 8.1A about here] 

 

Figure 8.1A reveals two main trends. First, the index of party system incongruence (NN-RR), 

showing the level of dissimilarity between the national and the regional party systems, 

increases considerably during the Second Republic or, more precisely, from the breakthrough 

of the LN at the 1992 general elections onwards. In the period 1970-87, it remains rather 

constant just over ten per cent, while in the following period it fluctuates between 20 per cent 

and 40 per cent. Secondly, it emerges very clearly that the main source of an increase in NN-

RR is the impressive growth of cross-level incongruence (NR-RR), that is, the shifting 

choices of regional voters between national and regional elections. During the period 1970-

87, the NR-RR index shows a declining trend, from below eight per cent to below five per 

cent. This means that regional voters used to vote overwhelmingly for the same party in both 

regional and national elections. In fact, in this period, most of NN-RR incongruence in RSOs 

is due, as captured by the higher level of electorate index NN-NR (around ten per cent), to the 

presence of territorially concentrated subcultures, namely the Communist one in the regions 

dominated by the PCI (the ‘red belt’: Tuscany, Emilia-Romagna and Umbria) and the 
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Catholic one in the regions dominated by the DC (the ‘white belt’: Abruzzo, Basilicata and 

Veneto). 

However, in the following period, vote swings across the two levels of elections (NR-RR) 

have increased dramatically, fluctuating between 15 per cent and 30 per cent. This finding 

indicates the emergence of a more marked ‘dual voting’ pattern. In contrast, the index of 

electorate incongruence (NN-NR) shows a much more modest increase in the second period, 

from substantive stability around ten per cent to fluctuations within the range 10-18 per cent. 

At first sight, this finding is rather contradictory vis-à-vis to the breakthrough of a strong 

regionalist party like the Lega Nord. However, its statewide character in terms of electoral 

participation, its multi-regional electoral success in the North, its consequent relevance 

nation-wide, and its penetration in non-core regions (central Italy) end up mitigating the 

dissimilarities. For instance, although the LN achieved better results in 1992 and 1996 than in 

1994, the NN-NR index is higher in 1994. This is mainly due to the concentration of votes in 

its core-regions in 1994, as opposed to wider penetration of non-core regions in 1992 and 

1996. In addition, the contribution of the LN to overall incongruence is rather complex 

because of its marked fluctuations in electoral scores, also across levels of elections, 

throughout its history. In short, while the emergence of the LN and of new non-statewide-

parties have had an impact on the dramatic growth of party system incongruence (NN-RR) in 

RSOs, the main cause has to be found in the instability of the party supply during the Second 

Republic and in the emergence of ‘dual voting’ dynamics. 

 

[Figure 8.1B about here] 

 

Figure 8.1B shows that the evolution over time of the voting patterns in the RSSs follows 

rather different dynamics, as can be expected at least on the basis of the Italian asymmetric 
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federalism and of the ethno-linguistic cleavages present in at least three of these regions 

(Trentino-Alto Adige, Sardinia and Val d’Aosta), but also when taking into account the 

horizontal and vertical differences in the electoral cycles. In particular, party system 

incongruence (NN-RR) is much higher compared to the average scores of the RSOs 

throughout the period. In addition, like for RSOs, we can see an increase during the Second 

Republic. Taking aside the foundational 1948 election, we observe: a first period (1953-87) in 

which the NN-RR index remains rather stable just above 20 per cent; a second period (1992-

2001) in which the same index grows and stabilizes itself around 30 per cent; and a third 

period (2006-10) in which it rockets at around 40 per cent. These results are not surprising 

given that in two of these five RSSs, Trentino-Alto Adige and Val d’Aosta, the party systems 

are completely separate from the statewide party system and this separation has constantly 

increased over time. The vote dissimilarity has reached 70 per cent in Val d’Aosta in the last 

decade and lately has topped 50 per cent in in the Bolzano/Bozen province. During the Second 

Republic, in Sardinia, it constantly hovers 20 per cent, while the party system can be 

considered less distinctive in Sicily (especially before the breakthrough of the MpA in the 

2005 regional election) and FVG. Nevertheless, no clearly interpretable pattern emerges from 

the data reported in Figure 8.1B. The only pattern for RSS is that all incongruence measures 

are very high throughout the examined period. 

In contrast to RSOs, it seems that the main source of voting distinctiveness of  regional 

electorates in the RSSs can be related to differences from the statewide electorate, rather than 

to ‘dual voting’ effects. Indeed, the cross-electorate incongruence index (NN-NR), which 

captures precisely the degree of dissimilarity between a given regional electorate and the 

statewide one, remains much higher than the cross-level index (NR-RR) and even slightly 

higher than the party system index (NN-NR) almost throughout the whole period. This is in 

line with our expectations on the salience of the ethno-territorial cleavage and the presence of 
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strong non-statewide-parties that perform well also in national elections. The only evident 

exception is represented by the very last two elections, when the strong increase in NN-RR 

appears to be mainly fostered by ‘dual voting’ as evidenced by high levels of NR-RR scores. 

This might be due to different factors in different RSSs, such as the emergence of MpA in 

Sicily, the creation of regional-only lists linked to the candidates for regional presidents in the 

Trento AP and in FVG, and the growth of relatively new non-statewide challengers in the 

Bolzano/Bozen AP (and to a lesser extent in Sardinia) that score better in regional than in 

national elections. 

 

8.4. Second-order election effects 

 

If we look now at those dependent variables dealing more specifically with ‘second-order’ 

symptoms, such as turnout and losses/gains by government/opposition parties between 

regional and national elections, we can see that the variation between the First and Second 

Republic largely reflects the trends emerged in the analysis of vote incongruence. As 

Tronconi and Roux (2009) also showed, a second-order pattern of voting behavior in regional 

elections emerged more strongly since the mid-1990s. Figure 8.2A displays average turnout 

figures for national and regional elections with their standard deviations for the RSOs, while 

Figure 8.2B concerns the RSSs. 

 

[Figure 8.2A about here] 

 

[Figure 8.2B about here] 
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From Figure 8.2A we can see increased second-order election effects during the last two 

decades. The graph shows that turnout is rather high for regional elections before the mid-

1990s and then it drops just after the first regional elections held during the Second Republic 

(1995). Turnout in regional elections attracts slightly less than 90 per cent of the voters during 

the First Republic, while it drops to around 70 per cent in the 2000s and to 62 per cent in the 

elections held in 2010. This trend can not be explained by compulsory voting rules given that 

the same rules were in force for both levels. In addition, the difference between the degree of 

participation in regional and national elections does not exceed five percentage points before 

1995, while it hovers around ten per cent during the Second Republic (and has reached 17 per 

cent in 2010). Although electoral turnout in regional elections has been for several decades 

very high, showing the extent to which Italian voters do find subnational politics important 

(especially compared to some other Western European countries), this phenomenon has 

radically weakened in the last two decades. A similar pattern can also be observed for RSSs, 

as shown in Figure 8.2B. Nevertheless, in this case the difference between the degree of 

participation in regional and national elections has always been wider, ranging from 11 per 

cent in 1947 to two per cent in 1983 and has slightly but steadily increased more recently.  

It is important to note that this set of findings contradicts the expectation that the level of 

turnout should increase with the transfer of more powers and competences to the regions. In 

this case, institutional factors appear to succumb in front of more powerful political factors in 

driving voting patterns. Party politics in the Second Republic was characterized by the 

establishment of a clear bi-polar dynamic of competition with alternation in power at national 

level between two multi-party coalitions (Pasquino, 2001; Bartolini et al. 2004; Diamanti, 

2007; Di Virgilio, 2006; Massetti, 2009). With the establishment of an identical pattern of 

competition between very similar coalitions at regional level, ‘second-order’ electoral 

behavior has become more evident in RSOs. As far as turnout is concerned, in the new 
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context of ‘light loyalty’ (Mannheimer and Di Natale, 2009), more and more voters have 

probably chosen non-voting as an instrument to send a negative signal to their party/coalition. 

In Figures 8.3A and 8.3B are reported the average gains for government and opposition 

parties for ordinary and special regions respectively. From Figure 8.3B, we can see that no 

clear ‘second-order’ elections pattern emerges among the RSSs, not even in the last two 

decades. Except for the first regional elections held in 1948, in the RSSs government and 

opposition parties tend to obtain similar vote shares in regional and lower chamber elections 

throughout the whole period covered here. There is, in fact, a clear pattern of loss of vote 

shares for both opposition and government parties in the RSSs. Identity voting leads to 

stronger non-statewide- parties, and the statewide parties lose vote shares no matter their 

government status. Moreover, the standard deviations are relatively high for all elections 

among the RSSs, which indicate that there are relevant differences in the electoral behaviors 

in the different regions. 

 

[Figure 8.3A about here] 

 

[Figure 8.3B about here] 

 

On the contrary, Figure 8.3A shows that among the RSOs a more clear second-order election 

pattern can be observed briefly during the 1970s and then again since 2000. In the 1980s and 

1990s, though, we cannot observe any clear pattern. We can see, conversely, that during the 

Second Republic government parties lose votes at the gain of opposition parties. Besides, the 

losses in vote shares for government parties are relatively considerable in size, ranging from 

two per cent to 4.5 per cent. Thus, for the RSOs we observe second-order effects for 1970, 

1975, 2000 and 2005 elections only and this with regard to government party loss. In fact, 
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opposition parties do not gain significant shares of votes in these four elections. In addition, 

the standard deviations for the RSOs are really large, so we cannot suggest definite 

conclusions. The 2000 regional elections can be classified as second-order by combining 

turnout and vote share change for the RSOs although this is true only to a lesser extent for the 

2010 elections. In fact, in 2010 the losses in vote shares for government parties do not 

correspond to clear gains for opposition parties. 

In the case of the RSOs, a clear distinction between the elections before and after 1995 can 

thus be observed, with a strong anti-government swing emerging during the Second Republic. 

As far as electoral cycles and second-order electoral behavior is concerned, the Italian case 

shows that, rather than around mid-term, it is towards end of term when government parties 

tend to be punished most. When looking at the number of days between the regional contest 

and the previous national one when can easily see that since 1995 vote shares changes are 

related to the electoral calendar: in 1970 the time lag between regional and national elections 

was 749 days and the vote gains for governing parties reached 2.5 percentage points, in 1980 

the time lag was 371 days and governing parties gained 1.4 per cent more votes than in 

previous national elections. On the contrary, in 2000 a time lag of 1456 corresponded to a 6.6 

per cent vote loss for the center-left coalition in power at national level, while in 2005 a time 

lag of 1421 was associated to a loss of 7.6 per cent of votes for governing parties. In sum, 

since 1995 the RSOs elections follow a second-order pattern, with the partial exception of the 

2010 regional elections that were held ‘only’ two years after the previous national one. 

 

8.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

In terms of government congruence, the analysis of the patterns of regionalization of regional 

vote is limited here to an exploratory overview of the evolution over time of regional 
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governmental coalitions and of their congruence with national ones. If we look at the party 

compositions of the government coalitions in all the 20 regions from 1970 (first regional 

elections in the RSOs) to 2010 and compare them to the composition of national governments 

over time, it appears rather evident that national and regional government incongruence has 

slowly and constantly increased in the passage from the First to the Second Republic, and has 

continued to do so since the 2000s (Wilson, 2012). 

Moreover, the degree of dissimilarity between seat shares of government parties in national 

and regional governments, and thus the overall degree of government (in)congruence between 

levels, has recently increased. The degree of dissimilarity between regional and national 

coalitions remains rather high and stable between 1995 and 2005 (and then soaring at the 

2010 regional elections). Nevertheless, the standard deviations for the RSOs are quite large, 

so final conclusions cannot be taken on this point. Besides, governmental congruence in the 

RSSs has always and constantly been rather low, even in the 1970s and the 1980s, mainly due 

to the presence of locally dominant non-statewide-parties such as the Sudtiroler Volks Partei 

(SVP) and the Union Valdôtaine (UV), and to the stronger local electoral roots of the 

Christian Democrats in FVG and Sicily. Thus, the governmental coalitions remain rather 

distinctive in the RSSs. 

On the contrary, in the RSOs the pattern of competition for regional government has become 

(slightly) more similar to the one for national government. There are two main coalitions 

fighting for office and a relatively high number of parties gaining representation, but the 

dissimilarity between seat shares of government parties in national and regional governments 

has constantly increased during the Second Republic. Thus, we can see that at least for the 

RSOs and during the Second Republic, a pattern of regionalized election behavior emerges, 

with the voters punishing or rewarding the regional government for its performance. 

Moreover, the emergence since the mid-nineties of non-statewide parties also in the RSOs, 
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such as the LN and the southern non-statewide parties (for example Udeur and MpA), could 

contribute in explaining the increasing dissimilarity between regional and national coalitions. 

As a consequence, it appears relevant to focus on the electoral performance of non-statewide 

parties, both in the RSOs and the RSSs. Thus, we look briefly at the evolutions in the strength 

of non-statewide parties in regional and national elections. We have seen that, both in the 

RSOs and the RSSs, regional party systems have become increasingly dissimilar during the 

last two decades. In order to explore in-depth these political changes, Figure 8.4A reports 

average non-statewide party strength for regional and lower chamber elections in the RSOs; 

Figure 8.4B reports the same data for the RSSs. 

It is important to note here that in Italy non-statewide parties are generally both regional and 

regionalists. In terms of territoriality of the vote, most of the parties classified as non-

statewide usually compete in only one region. The main exception is constituted by the 

Movimento per le Autonomie, which is a multi-regional party (it participates and gains votes 

in eight southern regions). However, the strongest regionalist party in Italy, the Lega Nord 

(LN), is formally a statewide party, as it often competes in all regions, although it gets votes 

only in the center-north. Therefore, limiting the analysis to non-statewide parties would, in the 

Italian case, exclude one of the most important sources of regional and multi-level variance. 

On the other hand, all the non-statewide parties whose vote shares are shown in Figure 8.4A 

and 8.4B are also regionalist, in the sense that their ideology is based on autonomy claims that 

question, although to different extents and in different ways, the territorial structure of the 

Italian state. 

 

[Figure 8.4A about here] 
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As far as RSOs are concerned, regionalist parties have clearly emerged only since 1990, with 

the take-off of the Lega Nord that will subsequently establish itself as an important political 

actor in both national and (northern) regional elections. 

 

[Figure 8.4B about here] 

 

In the case of RSSs, it is worth noting that Figure 8.4B displays a quite different pattern. Non-

statewide parties have always been very important actors in these regions in both elections, 

sometimes creating completely separate regional party systems. The overall strength of non-

statewide parties in regional elections never dropped below ten per cent and generally 

fluctuated between 20 per cent and 36 per cent, while in national elections it has never 

dropped below 18 per cent. It is interesting to note that, while during the First Republic non-

statewide parties scored generally better in national than in regional elections, since the late 

1990s the opposite trend has emerged. This appears to confirm that the strong increase in the 

NR-RR index of incongruence in RSSs in recent years is actually due to ‘dual voting’, and in 

particular to the emergence of regionalist parties that perform better in regional than in 

national elections. 

 

8.6. Discussion 

 

The analysis of the data presented above points to some evident trends. First, there are strong 

differences in voting behavior between the RSSs and RSOs. All indexes of incongruence are 

higher in RSSs than in RSOs, with the largest difference resting on the index of electorate 

congruence (NN-NR). The main source of these differences appears to be the saliency of the 

center-periphery cleavage and the consequent strength of regionalist parties, rather than 
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institutional asymmetry. One institutional feature that might play an important role is the 

horizontal simultaneity of RSOs’ elections vis-à-vis the individual electoral calendar of RSSs. 

However, all expectations linked to the level of regional authority where not substantiated by 

the findings. In particular, levels of turnout where always lower in RSSs than in RSOs and 

decreased in both in spite of regional empowerment during the 1990s and 2000s. Similarly, 

other classic ‘second-order’ symptoms, such as punishment of government parties in regional 

elections, emerged more clearly along with the empowerment of RSOs during the Second 

Republic.  

The second most important finding is, indeed, a general increase of incongruence during the 

last twenty years. There are several causes that can explain this change. The collapse of 

traditional parties that embodied the rooted political sub-cultures determined an increase in 

electoral volatility and, perhaps more importantly, prolonged instability in the party supply 

(though more in terms of party labels, splits and mergers than in terms of political personnel). 

The change of voting system in 1993 (and then again in 2005) favored the emergence of 

bipolar competition with alternation in power between two main coalitions. The re-

structuration of the political offer not only around new parties but also around coalitions 

contributed to the creation of a lighter loyalty by voters, who showed a stronger inclination 

towards switching preferences or, even more, to resort to abstention from voting. Finally, the 

emergence of multi-regional regionalist parties, first and foremost in the north (LN) and then 

in the south (MpA), has added to the increase in dissimilarity. Institutional/political 

developments at the regional level also created the conditions for an increase in overall 

incongruence. In particular, the reform of the regional voting systems favored personalization 

of electoral competition for the regional presidency and, with that, regionalization of the 

political offer, through the introduction of region-specific ‘president lists’.  
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These trends have involved both RSSs and RSOs but in slightly different ways. In RSSs we 

find regionalized party systems, while in the RSOs the pattern of competition for regional 

government has become more similar to the one for national government. Therefore, the 

growth of cross-level incongruence (NR-RR) in both types of regions responds to different 

logics. In RSSs it appears to be predominantly linked to ‘dual voting’, with the appearance of 

new regionalist parties that score better in regional than in national elections. In contrast, in 

RSOs a classic pattern of ‘second-order’ electoral behavior, with lower turnout and 

substantive losses for government parties, (which was absent during the First Republic) 

appears to have emerged in the last twenty years. 
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Italy: Between growing incongruence and region-specific dynamics 

 

Figure 8.1A: Congruence between the national and regional vote (ordinary regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.1B: Congruence between the national and regional vote (special regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.2A: Turnout in regional and national elections (ordinary regions) 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.2B: Turnout in regional and national elections (special regions) 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.3A: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

(ordinary regions) 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.3B: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

(special regions) 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.4A: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections (ordinary 

regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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Figure 8.4B: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections (special regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the Italian country excel file. 
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The Netherlands: Two forms of nationalization of provincial elections 

Arjan H. Schakel 

 

9.1. Introduction 

 

Regional government in the Netherlands has had scant attention in the literature. Country 

experts agree that provincial government is not perceived as important by Dutch citizens. Van 

Deth and Vis (2000, p.103) write that provinces are for most citizens an ‘invisible government 

tier’ and Hendriks (2004, p.149) describes provinces as ‘the authorities’ authority’, that is an 

authority that is only visible and relevant to the authorities and civil servants of central 

government, provinces, and local authorities (see also Andeweg and Irwin, 2005, p.172-3 and 

Hulst, 2005, p.101). The public opinion data presented in table 1.3 in the introduction 

confirms this picture. On the question which tier of government has the most impact on their 

daily life 28 per cent of the respondents opted for the provincial and municipal government 

whereas 61 per cent mentioned the national government. As a result scholars tend to ignore 

provincial institutions when dealing with subnational government in the Netherlands because 

‘local government in the Netherlands is virtually a synonym for municipal government’ 

(Toonen, 1990, p.291). Therefore, it is not surprising that only few contributions analyze 

Dutch provincial elections. According to Van den Braak and Gosman (2012) there is only one 

academic source on voter behavior in provincial elections (Van der Eijk et al., 1992), the 

reason being that provincial elections are ‘so-called second-order elections’. A similar picture 

comes to the fore in contributions which have looked at aggregate provincial election results: 

local elections are placed in a national context, by political parties, by the media, and by 

voters which leads to a low propensity to turnout for provincial elections (Andeweg and 

Irwin, 2005, p.172-3; Hendriks, 2004, p.152-3; Van Deth and Vis, 2000, p.103).  
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The explanation for the perceived irrelevance of the province is often ascribed to the 

‘pillarization’ of Dutch society. Pillarization refers to a system whereby state subsidies enable 

groups with their own way of thinking to create their own world containing everything from 

kindergartens to athletic clubs, trade unions and political parties (De Rooy, 1997). Dutch 

society consisted of a Catholic, Protestant, Social-Democratic and Liberal pillars –although 

the latter two pillars were less organized– which were represented at the statewide level, 

respectively, by the Katholieke Volkspartij, the Anti-Revolutionare Partij or the Christelijke 

Historische Unie, the Partij van de Arbeid, and the Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie. 

The party elites of the pillars kept the grass root organization under control and negotiated at 

the elite level which resulted in a tradition of consensus, compromise and coalition (Daalder, 

1964; Lijphart, 1968).  

The segmented society was as evident at the provincial level as it was at the national level and 

voters supported the party within the pillar in all elections (see below). The fact that Dutch 

provinces this century have been confined to playing a subordinate, supporting role is 

attributed by Toonen (1996) to the fact that the vertical pillar system has, en passant, been an 

effective system for coordinating interprovincial relations and solving interprovincial 

conflicts. The social foundations of the vertical pillars have been concentrated heavily in the 

regions (see below), and because the pillar system has worked reasonably well as a 

framework for achieving consensus and framing policies, the provinces have been reduced 

increasingly to a technical and legal supporting role (Hendriks, 2004). However, several 

scholars have noted that the pillarized society has ceased to exist from the 1970s onwards 

(Van Mierlo, 1986). Dutch voters are floating and easily switch from one party to another in 

subsequent elections (Aarts and Thomassen, 2008; Mair, 2008). This development raises the 

question how Dutch voters vote in more recent provincial elections. 
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In this chapter I will argue that provincial elections in the Netherlands may be characterized 

as highly nationalized. However, the manifestation of nationalization has changed over the 

years. Before ‘depillarization’, that is before the 1970s, Dutch voters tended to cast their vote 

for the same party in national and provincial elections. After the 1970s, the provincial election 

becomes the typical second-order election in which turnout is low, parties in statewide 

government loose, and opposition and new parties gain votes.  

The next section discusses the general characteristics of provincial institutions and elections 

in the Netherlands. Sections three and four analyze congruence between provincial and 

national elections and explore second-order election effects. In the fifth section I discuss the 

extent of regionalization of the vote. I consider some contextual variables which may 

facilitate the high degree of second-order election characteristics for provincial elections in 

the final section. 

 

9.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Dutch provinces have a long history of autonomy. In 1581, Dutch provinces formed the 

Republic of the United Netherlands which can be described as a confederation. The provinces 

were autonomous and, in large part, only matters of defense and foreign policy were decided 

at the republic level. Not all provinces may rely on an autonomous history. Brabant, Drenthe, 

Limburg and Vlaanderen were so-called ‘Common Lands’ (Generaliteitslanden) and were 

directly governed by the parliament of the confederation. Seven provinces were represented in 

the confederal parliament: Holland, Zeeland, Gelderland, Utrecht, Friesland, Overijssel, and 

Groningen. The Republic of the United Netherlands was succeeded by the Batavian Republic 

in 1795 and the provinces of Drenthe and Noord Brabant became the eighth and ninth 

provinces of the Netherlands. The Batavian Republic, however, did not survive for long. In 
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1806, Louis Bonaparte acceded to the throne of the Kingdom of Holland and the provinces 

were reduced to French départements. Again, developments went fast and, after Napolean’s 

defeat, the United Kingdom of the Netherlands was established in 1815 and this kingdom 

included the Belgian provinces as well. In 1830, Belgium became independent and the 

province of Limburg was divided amongst the two countries and in the Netherlands the 

province of Holland was divided into two provinces a year later (North Holland and South 

Holland). The borders of the 11 provinces have not shifted since then but in 1986 a 12th 

province (Flevoland), consisting almost entirely of reclaimed land, was created.  

The contemporary constitutional status of the provinces dates back to the Constitution of 1848 

and the Law on Provinces of 1850. According to the Constitution, provinces can be dissolved 

or established by an Act of Parliament (Art. 123). Provinces have the power to regulate and 

administrate their own internal affairs but may be required to provide regulation by the central 

authorities (Art. 124). Each province has three main organs (Art. 125-131): the provincial 

council, the provincial board and the Queens’ Commissioner. The elected body is the 

provincial council (Provinciale Staten) which is directly elected for four years. The provincial 

council varies in size from 39 to 55 seats since 2007 but before the number of seats varied 

between 35 to 82 seats for the terms before 1960, and between 43 and 83 seats for the years in 

between 1960 and 2007. Provincial elections are held under universal suffrage since 1919 

and, similar to national elections, all provinces use list based PR electoral systems in which 

each province functions as one electoral district and there are no thresholds. Provincial 

elections take place at the same date (horizontal simultaneity), but have not been held at the 

same date as lower chamber, local or any other election or referendum. Provinces are allowed 

to hold a ‘consultative and corrective’ referendum but have up to date never held one. 

The provincial government responsible for daily affairs is the provincial board (Gedeputeerde 

Staten) which consists out of six members elected by the council from among their own 
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members to serve four-year terms of office. The provincial board is presided by the Royal 

Commissioner or Queens’ Commissioner (the Commissaris van de Koningin) whose 

candidacy is proposed by the provincial council but is appointed by the national government 

and who is both a representative of the central government as well as the chief executive of 

the provincial administration. 

The policy portfolios of the provinces have increased over the years. Whereas formerly 

activities of the provinces were concerned primarily with the maintenance of water control 

works, care of the mentally ill and sometimes the supply of potable water and of electricity, 

now they also have responsibility for physical planning, social-economic affairs, nature 

conservation, agriculture, environment, transport and cultural matters (Harloff, 1987; 

Hendriks, 2004; Hooghe et al., 2010; Hulst, 2005). In addition, a 1994 reform abolished ex 

ante central controls and limited central government supervision to ex post legality controls. 

Despite the size of their policy portfolio, provinces have limited fiscal autonomy. Central 

government grants account for over 90 per cent of provincial revenues most of which are 

conditional in nature. Provinces have authority over some minor taxes and may set the rate, 

within limits set by the central government, for taxes such as fees on water pollution, a ground 

water tax and a surcharge on the motor vehicle tax (Hooghe et al., 2010, p.111).  

Provincial elections matter for statewide politics. Senators in the upper house are elected by 

members of the provincial assemblies from national party lists submitted separately in each 

province (Art. 155 Constitution). Each provincial delegate casts a vote for a candidate, and 

votes are weighted by provincial population so that the final distribution of seats across 

provinces is proportional to their populations. Before 1983, the members of the provincial 

assemblies elected a third of the members of the Senate every two years. Since 1983, the 

elections have taken place every four years following provincial elections (Hooghe et al., 

2010, p.148-9). The upper house has a veto on all legislation and on constitutional 
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amendments. There are no intergovernmental meetings between provinces and the national 

government. The interests of the provinces are represented by an interprovincial organization 

(Interprovinciaal Overleg) which discusses national policies affecting the provinces with the 

central government and its role is mainly restricted to consulting and providing information.  

We may derive some expectations regarding congruence between provincial and national 

elections. Given their large policy portfolio and their shared rule powers in the upper chamber 

we may expect that regional interests are represented in provincial elections leading to large 

dissimilarities in the vote. In addition, the policy portfolio has increased so we may expect 

increasing incongruence between the national and provincial vote over time. In contrast, given 

the relevance of provincial elections for national politics we could also expect a high interest 

of statewide parties and voters in provincial elections leading to minor differences in the vote 

and turnout rates. Provincial elections are held non-simultaneously with lower chamber 

elections but are held horizontal simultaneously. Under these conditions, provincial elections 

may gain the status of ‘barometer’ or ‘referendum’ elections which may attract opposition 

voters. This leads to the expectation that second-order elections could play a large role, that is 

turnout in provincial elections is lower than for national elections and there is an anti-

government swing. The next sections explore congruence of the vote, second-order election 

effects and regionalized election behavior in Dutch provincial elections and evaluates in how 

far the expectations pan out.  

 

9.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

A common way to investigate the connection between regional and national elections is to 

look at congruence of the vote. Schakel (2013) identifies three conceptualizations of 

congruence of the vote. Party system congruence (NN-RR) compares the national election 
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result for the country as a whole with the election results for a particular province. The two 

other conceptualizations are developed to tease out the variation in party system congruence. 

Electorate congruence (NN-NR) keeps the election constant (national, N) and compares a 

particular provincial electorate (R) with the statewide electorate (N). Election congruence 

(NR-RR) keeps the provincial electorate (R) constant but varies the type of election (national, 

N and regional, R). Hence, election congruence (NR-RR) informs us about the degree of vote 

switching of regional electorates between regional and national elections whereas electorate 

congruence (NN-NR) may enlighten us about dissimilarities between vote shares due to 

differences in characteristics of electorates. Figure 1 displays averages for three 

measurements of congruence of the vote. Each national election held between 1946 and 2010 

is compared to the result of a provincial election held closest in time.  

 

[Figure 9.1 about here] 

 

Figure 9.1 reveals a remarkable pattern. Until the 1970s, party system and electorate 

incongruence are just below 25 per cent whereas election incongruence is low and does not 

exceed five per cent. In 1977, party system and electorate incongruence sharply decline more 

than ten per cent and fluctuate around ten per cent afterwards. A reverse pattern may be 

observed for election congruence which starts increasing rapidly as of the mid-1960s to reach 

almost 20 per cent at the start of the 1970s. Afterwards the measurement decreases and 

fluctuates around ten per cent. A clear watershed between a pre- and post-1970 period in 

congruence of the vote comes to the fore when one focuses on the correlation between the 

measurements. Before 1970, the trend in party system congruence moves in close tandem 

with the pattern of electorate congruence. However, post-1970, party system congruence 

closely follows the trend for election congruence. How may we interpret these patterns? 
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Congruence of the vote was comparatively low pre-1970, especially considering that 

practically all national parties competed in all provincial elections and that there were no 

region-specific parties. Despite this, the dissimilarity between party systems was high and 

reached almost 25 per cent. At the same time voters did not switch their party support as is 

evidenced by the low figures for election incongruence (below five per cent). More than 95 

per cent of the electorate voted for the same party in provincial and national elections. The 

source for the high dissimilarity between the provincial and lower chamber vote has to be 

found in differences between provincial and national electorates.  

During the pillarization era, Dutch society was religiously divided. Catholics dominated the 

southern provinces of North Brabant and Limburg and protestants formed the majority of the 

confessional vote in the northern provinces of Drenthe, Groningen and Friesland, whereas the 

remaining six provinces were mixed although either the protestant or catholic vote was 

structurally higher. The territorial concentration of catholics and protestants was extremely 

high. For example, in Limburg, the Katholieke Volkspartij (Catholic Party) managed to obtain 

more than 75 per cent of the votes in all national and provincial elections held between 1946 

and 1966. In contrast, the protestant parties Christelijk Historische Unie and Anti-

Revolutionaire Partij, were able to attract more than 38 per cent of the votes in Friesland over 

the same time span.  

 

The picture is dramatically different as of the 1970s. Electorate congruence hovers around 

eight per cent as opposed to 20 per cent during the era of pillarization. One development in 

particular may account for the sharp decline in electorate incongruence. The catholic and 

protestant confessional parties merged into one Christian Democratic Party (Christelijk 

Democratisch Appèl) in 1977. Due to deconfessionalization and the decline of the church-

state cleavage, the confessional parties were losing votes at a high rate to new non-



 253 

confessional and postmodernist parties such as the Pacifistische Socialistische Partij (1957), 

Democraten ‘66 (1966), Politieke Partij Radicalen (1968), and Democratisch-Socialisten ‘70 

(1970) and the party leaders hoped to counter this development by merging the confessional 

parties into one party and by accommodating the ideology of the new party to modern times. 

The Christian Democratic Party was able to attract the protestant vote in the north as well as 

the catholic vote in the south and electorate incongruence dropped significantly as a result. 

In the era of depillarization differences in the party system measurement seems to be highly 

correlated with changes in election congruence since electorate congruence remains constant. 

This means that vote switching between lower chamber and provincial elections is driving the 

observed pattern. The next section explores in how far second-order election effects 

contribute to vote switching. 

 

9.4. Second-order election effects 

 

Dutch provincial elections are held at the same time but they never coincided with lower 

chamber elections or with municipal elections. As hypothesized above, the coincidence of 

regional elections may have ‘nationalizing’ effects in the sense that provincial elections may 

obtain the status of referendum or barometer elections in which voters are inclined to vent 

their spleen about national instead of provincial government (Jeffery and Hough, 2009). 

Furthermore, citizens do not think that provinces play a large role in their daily lives. Dutch 

provinces are irrelevant in the perception of the voters and may be described as an 

‘authorities’ authority’ since the provincial tier acts as an inter-locur between national and 

local government. Therefore, we may expect strong second-order election effects, that is, an 

anti-government swing and low turnout. On the other hand, provincial elections matter for 

national politics. The members of the provincial parliaments (provinciale staten) elect the 
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members of the upper chamber of parliament (Eerste Kamer). This upper chamber has veto-

rights for all legislation and may be considered as a potential powerful opponent of the lower 

chamber. In addition, public opinion data presented in table 1.3 in the introduction shows that 

trust in provincial and municipal government (64 per cent) is almost as high as for national 

government (66 per cent). Therefore, we may also expect not to observe second-order election 

effects. Figure 9.2 displays average turnout figures for national and provincial elections with 

their standard deviations. 

 

[Figure 9.2 about here] 

 

Turnout is high for all elections before 1970 and drops thereafter which coincides with the 

abolishment of compulsory voting in 1970. Turnout drops significantly for provincial 

elections and it attracts about 70 per cent of the voters for the provincial elections held 

between 1970 and 1986 and about 50 per cent afterwards. This is a low number compared to 

national elections which attracts about 80 per cent of the voters since the abolishment of 

compulsory voting. Compared to turnout in local elections we may even hypothesize that 

provincial elections are third-order elections. Since 1987, turnout for provincial elections has 

been between four and 13 per cent lower than for local elections. Clearly, Dutch voters do not 

find the provincial elections important, but for the elections held before 1987, provincial 

turnout has been consistently higher (up to 7 per cent) than local turnout.  

The standard deviations for national elections are small which tells us that provinces do not 

deviate much from each other. However, turnout deviates somewhat more for provincial 

elections. It appears that the southern provinces Noord Brabant and Limburg score lower than 

average whereas the northern provinces of Drenthe, Friesland and Groningen score higher 

than average. 
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Another characteristic of second-order elections is that government parties loose votes to the 

expense of opposition and new parties. Figure 9.3 displays vote share differences between the 

provincial and previous national election for government and opposition parties for all 

provincial elections since 1946.  

 

[Figure 9.3 about here] 

 

A clear distinction between the elections before and after 1980 may be observed. Until the 

election of 1982 government and opposition parties tended to obtain similar vote shares in 

provincial and lower chamber elections although there is a tendency for government parties to 

loose vote share. Obviously, pillarization contributed to low second-order election effects for 

the pre-1982 provincial elections. Voters were floating away from confessional parties in the 

1970s but this did not result directly in an increased anti-government swing in provincial 

elections. A typical second-order election pattern can be observed for the elections since 

1982. Government parties loose and opposition parties gain vote share. In addition, the losses 

and gains are considerable in size with a maximum loss of almost 15 per cent in 1991 and a 

maximum gain of about ten per cent in 1999. The standard deviations are relatively low for all 

elections which indicate that voters in most provinces behaved in a similar way. This suggests 

that provincial elections have always been second-order and nationalized to high extent but 

that the manifestation of nationalization has changed over time: similar and congruent voting 

patterns for regional and national elections during the pillarization period but a clear anti-

government and, to a lesser extent, a pro-opposition swing during depillarization including the 

most recent elections. 

Despite the clear second-order election pattern for the elections since 1982, the magnitudes of 

losses and gains vary considerably between elections. If provincial elections are truly second-
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order then we may predict the extent of the anti-government swing by the placement of the 

provincial election in the national election cycle. In other words, vertical simultaneity may be 

an explanatory factor. As explained in the introduction one may expect small vote share losses 

for government parties close to the national election and larger losses the further away one 

gets from the national election with the highest losses incurred at mid-term. The electoral 

cycle of lower chamber elections are four years so we may expect the largest losses when 

provincial elections are held two years (or 730 days) after the lower chamber election. Table 

9.1 displays average change in vote share for government and opposition parties for each 

provincial election since 1982 together with the number of days between a provincial election 

and the previous national election.  

 

[Table 9.1 about here] 

 

The association between the number of days between the national and provincial election and 

change in vote shares is striking. The Pearson correlation coefficient between days and 

government party vote share change is –0.77 and that for opposition parties +0.52. Most 

provincial elections since the 1980s have taken place within one year from the national 

election. Second-order election theory predicts that there is a ‘honeymoon-period’ within one 

year from the national election in which the government party should gain vote share (Jeffery 

and Hough, 2001). There is clearly no ‘honeymoon-period’ in the Netherlands but judging 

from the provincial election held in 1991 –the only election which took place more than one 

year later after the national election– the changes in vote share during the ‘honeymoon-

period’ are dampened. Probably, the losses and gains in vote share would increase 

substantially when provincial elections were to be held around mid-term during the national 

election cycle.  
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The anti-government and pro-opposition swing of the post 1982 provincial elections might be 

related to turnout. As can be seen in figure 9.2, there is a clear difference in turnout between 

the 1982 (70 per cent) and 1987 (69 per cent) provincial elections and the elections since 1991 

(about 50 per cent). The decrease in turnout coincides with stronger anti-government and pro-

opposition swings in figure 9.3. However, if we correlate the days between the provincial and 

national election with provincial turnout we obtain a mildly positive association (Pearson r: 

0.29). The difference in turnout for national and regional elections is a bit more strongly and 

negatively associated with the number of days between the elections (Pearson r: –0.40). This 

means that it is probably not the level of provincial turnout as such which drives second-order 

election effects. Rather, lower turnout for second-order elections may coincide with 

differences in the composition of the electorate because opposition voters are more likely to 

turn out ‘to make a point’ than are government supporters to express their satisfaction (Jeffery 

and Hough, 2009). 

The overall picture which arises from the analysis is that provincial elections may be 

described as typical second-order elections. Does this mean that there is no room at all for 

regionalized election behavior? In the next section I explore this question. 

 

9.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

One way to assess regionalized election behavior is to explore in how regional voters are able 

to send a signal to regional government. During the era of pillarization, there was one-party 

rule by the Catholic party in the provinces of Noord Brabant and Limburg. However, the 

voters did not hold the provincial government accountable because their vote was ‘fixed’ for 

religious reasons. In the era of depillarization, oversized, multiparty coalition governments are 

the norm at both the national and provincial level which leads to high government 
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incongruence (30 to 55 per cent). In addition, at the provincial level coalitions which include 

(far) left and (far) right parties occur regularly and the Queen’s Commissioner, the head of the 

provincial government, is appointed by central government. Provincial assemblies elect the 

representatives for the upper chamber (Eerste Kamer) but the upper chamber does not 

manifest itself as a worthy opponent to the lower chamber. Dutch governments are often 

oversized coalition governments which may rely on majorities in the lower as well as in the 

upper chamber. All these features together make it very difficult for voters to hold parties 

accountable and provincialized voting behavior is therefore unlikely.  

Another indicator of regionalization is to look at the strength of non-statewide parties in 

provincial elections. Figure 9.4 displays average strength for non-statewide parties for 

provincial and lower chamber elections.  

 

[Figure 9.4 about here] 

 

Non-statewide parties (NSWP) have not participated in national elections at all. Interestingly, 

there were no non-statewide parties in provincial elections until 1966 with the introduction of 

the Fryske Nasjonale Partij in Friesland. The next NSWP to come to the electoral scene is 

Partij Nieuw Limburg in Limburg in 1987 and since 1995 at least nine NSWPs have 

participated in provincial elections in the Northern provinces of Drenthe (Drents Belang; 

Partij voor het Noorden), Friesland (Provinciaal Belang Friesland; Partij voor het Noorden) 

and Groningen (De Groningers; Partij voor het Noorden) and the southern provinces of 

Noord Brabant (Brabant Partij), Zeeland (Partij voor Zeeland; Zeeuws Belang; Zeeuwsch 

Vlaamse Partij), and Limburg (Limburgs Belang). The vote share for NSWPs has been 

modest, except for the Fryske Nasjonale Partij which obtains about ten per cent of the votes 

in Friesian provincial elections. For the 2003-07 term 19 out of a total of 764 seats (2.5 per 
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cent) were occupied by NSWPs and for the 2007-11 period the figure was 13 out of a total of 

564 seats (2.3 per cent).  

It is not surprising that NSWP appear in the northern and southern provinces. In Friesland a 

minority of people speak their own Friesian language and Limburg has a history of its own; it 

belonged to Belgium between 1830-39, was part of the German confederation between 1839-

67, was incorporated in the Kingdom of the Netherlands afterwards, and its separate history is 

still reflected in recent times in that the ‘Queen’s Commissioner’ is addressed as ‘Governor’ 

and the seat of the provincial government (Provinciehuis) is called the ‘Gouvernement’. 

Despite the presence of center-periphery cleavages with regard to language and history, none 

of the NSWP’s have an outright autonomy claim except for the Fryske Nasjonale Partij 

(Friesian National Party) which asks for regional autonomy in order to be better able to 

protect the Friesian language, culture and sports (Hemminga, 2006). The other NSWPs want 

to represent regional interests in a broad sense but do not claim for more autonomy. For 

example, the Partij voor het Noorden (Party for the North) aims to merge the three Northern 

provinces and would like to see that the Northern provinces profit more from the gas revenues 

(Partij voor het Noorden, 2012), the Partij voor Zeeland (Party for Zeeland) acts on behalf of 

local and regional interests in Zeeland in general (Partij voor Zeeland, 2012), and Drents 

Belang (Drenthe’s interests) is in favor of direct democracy in order to secure the 

representation of local and regional interests (Drents Belang, 2012). 

The (small) rise in NSWPs coincides neatly with the end of pillarization of Dutch society and 

the increased second-order election effects since 1982. The decline in dominance of the 

religious parties and the subordinate position of the provincial election to the lower chamber 

election provides electoral space for NSWPs to thrive. Voters with a distinct regional identity 

may be more inclined to turnout in provincial elections than statewide party supporters.  
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Several characteristics of the peripheral provinces may add to an intensification of the center-

periphery and/or an urban-rural cleavage. The northern and southern provinces are relatively 

poor. The relative GDP per capita compared to the country average in Zeeland and Limburg is 

about 90 per cent whereas it is just above 80 per cent for Drenthe and Friesland for the years 

1995-2008 (EUROSTAT, 2011). Groningen is the richest province in the Netherlands with a 

GDP average of 148 per cent but this mainly due to the presence of a large gas reservoir in the 

North Sea which revenues accrue to the Dutch central state rather than to the provincial 

government and this is not accounted for in the EUROSTAT data. In addition, the three 

Northern provinces and Zeeland are characterized by the absence of big cities and only 

Emmen, the capital of Drenthe appears in the list of the largest 30 cities in the Netherlands.  

In sum, the increased second order characteristics of provincial elections may have resulted in 

an increased opportunity for political entrepreneurs to exploit regional distinctiveness of the 

peripheral provinces. Nevertheless, the vote share for NSWPs remains modest and 

regionalized election behavior is absent in national elections. NSWP representation in the 

upper chamber of parliament has so far been restricted to one senator (out of a total of 75) 

who represents most of the provincial NSWP parties but some other minor parties as well. 

 

9.6. Discussion 

 

The ‘one scientific study’ on Dutch provincial elections mentioned in the introduction focused 

on the campaign during the 1991 provincial election. The conclusion is clear, the media (both 

national and provincial) reports on the provincial election almost exclusively from a national 

perspective and provincial elections are second-order elections (Van der Eijk et al., 1992). 

This chapter arrives at the same conclusion, however, the way in which provincial elections 

are nationalized has changed over time. During the time of pillarization, voters voted similar 
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in national and provincial elections as is evidenced by an analysis on congruence between the 

national and provincial vote. As of the 1970s, and especially since the 1980s, Dutch 

provincial elections may be characterized as typical second-order elections in which (1) 

turnout is low, (2) which produce a substantial anti-government and pro-opposition swing, 

and (3) where small and new parties, in particular non-statewide parties, may thrive.  

Turnout is exceptionally low even though provincial elections are relevant for national 

politics via provincial representation in an upper chamber of parliament. On the contrary, 

turnout declined at the time that provincial elections became more important for statewide 

government. Before 1983 the members of the provincial assemblies elected a third of the 

members of the Senate every two years. Since 1983, upper chamber elections have taken 

place every four years following provincial elections. Average turnout for the provincial 

election before 1983 (but after the abolition of compulsory voting in 1970) was 76 per cent 

whereas it is only 54 per cent for the elections held thereafter. 

An explanation for the strong second-order election effects may be the highly centralized 

party system which supersedes and dominates the effects from provincial institutional 

authority. All parties, but a few exceptions, that participate in national elections participate 

across the statewide territory. Given that the Netherlands use one electoral district to allocate 

seats and that a party only needs 0.67 per cent of the vote to obtain a seat, the incentives are 

there to participate in all ‘kieskringen’ since every vote brings you closer in obtaining a seat. 

The largest statewide parties in the Netherlands are highly centralized and candidates for the 

provincial party lists are proposed by the provincial branch but decided by the central party 

(Lundell, 2004). Next to this, senators in the upper house are elected by members of the 

provincial assemblies from national party lists with little influence from provincial and local 

branches. This indicates that the internal party organization of the major statewide parties may 

play a vital role in the linkage between provincial and national elections in the Netherlands.  
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The finding that institutional power does not seem to have an effect may also be ascribed to 

the highly centralized nature of the fiscal system in the Netherlands. Fiscal relations between 

the center and the provinces reduce provincial governments to deconcentrated statewide 

government administrations. This hypothesis gains face validity when one realizes that 

provinces rely heavily on central government grants. More than 90 per cent of their revenues 

come from grants and a majority of these grants come with strings. In addition, own taxes 

account for only 5.1 per cent of subnational revenue (see table 1.2 in the introduction).  

A final factor may lie in the non-visibility of provincial government to the voters. As 

discussed above, the role of provincial government may be described as an ‘authorities’ 

authority’, that is an authority that is only visible and relevant to the state authorities. The 

authority of provinces is mostly of a regulatory nature, provinces develop plans according to 

which local governments have to act and make policy. Citizens do not realize how much of 

their daily life is regulated by the provinces just as with the European Union. Perhaps the fate 

for all elections to ‘regulatory governments for other governments’ is that they will always be 

second-order as long as they remain invisible for voters.  

There is some evidence for regionalization of Dutch provincial elections in that non-statewide 

parties seem to gain ground in recent elections. Nevertheless, their vote share may be 

considered modest at best and does not exceed ten per cent of the provincial vote. 

Furthermore, it seems likely that non-statewide party success is mainly a by-product of 

second-order election effects produced by low turnout. With low turnout, the relative 

proportion of regional versus statewide party supporters might be higher because the former 

may be more inclined to cast their vote. It is questionable whether the Dutch non-statewide 

parties would gain similar vote shares when provincial turnout would increase.  
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The Netherlands: Two forms of nationalization of provincial elections 

 

Figure 9.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Dutch country excel file. 
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Figure 9.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Dutch country excel file. 
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Figure 9.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Dutch country excel file. 
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Figure 9.4: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the Dutch country excel file. 
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Table 9.1: Change in vote share in provincial elections since 1982. 

 

Provincial 
election 

Days after national 
election 

Average change in vote share 

Government parties Opposition parties 

24 March 1982 302 –6.17 5.46 

18 March 1987 301 –3.33 0.89 

6 March 1991 546 –14.48 8.83 

8 March 1995 309 –6.84 3.09 

3 March 1999 301 –13.44 9.66 

11 March 2003 48 –0.32 –1.04 

7 March 2007 105 –4.83 6.07 

2 March 2011 263 –3.49 –0.34 
 

Notes: Shown are average changes in provincial election vote shares for government and 
opposition parties in statewide government. The Partij Voor de Vrijheid which provides 
support for the minority government of the Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie and the 
Christelijk Democratisch Appél since 2010 is considered as a government party. 
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Norway: No big deal with regional elections? 

Lawrence E. Rose 

Tore Hansen 

 

10.1. Introduction 

 

County elections in Norway have been the subject of benign neglect. A search in the national 

library database using the word ‘fylkesvalg’, which means county election, turns up no 

references to academic literature. When the search is broadened using the WorldCat, the result 

is the same: no results other than a book on Norwegian electoral law are found. Likewise if 

Google Scholar is used, the results are not much better: only six references are found and 

none of them focus directly on county elections. A search using the English language terms 

proves a bit more successful, yielding a richer harvest, but most of the works 

characteristically deal with county elections in a summary fashion, comparing the partisan 

division of the vote for county elections aggregated to the national level with similar figures 

for outcomes in national parliamentary and/or elections municipal council (see, for example, 

Bjørklund, 1988; Heidar, 1989; Thomsen, 1998). 

To be sure, beginning with the classic work of Stein Rokkan and Henry Valen (see, for 

example, Rokkan, 1967; Rokkan and Valen, 1964; Valen and Rokkan, 1974) regional voting 

patterns have been the subject of substantial interest and writing, but the primary thrust of this 

work has been to consider regional differences in the context of national politics and electoral 

outcomes (Bergh and Bjørklund, 2009; Berglund, 2011; Bjørklund, 1992; Bjørklund and 

Saglie, 2005; Gitlesen and Rommetvedt, 1994; Knudsen, 1986; Rommetvedt, 2000; Valen, 
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2003). Relatively little attention has been paid to how regional voting relates to voting at the 

national level when electoral outcomes are broken down and analyzed at the county as 

opposed to the aggregate national level. The prevailing opinion among scholars has been that 

elections to county councils are second-order elections which are less important than both 

national parliamentary elections and elections to local municipal councils, and hence have not 

merited much attention. Such a view is an opinion that is shared by the public. When asked in 

the 1999 local election study which elections were most important to them personally – 

parliamentary elections, county council elections or municipal county elections – the 

responses were crystal clear: 72 per cent said parliamentary elections were most important, 27 

per cent said municipal council elections, and only two per cent said county council elections. 

Moreover, when asked how important they perceived county council elections to be, 53 per 

cent of all respondents indicated that they were of little or no importance while only ten per 

cent responded that they were of great importance. Comparable figures with respect to 

municipal council elections were 43 and 20 per cent respectively.  

County council elections, in short, have low status in the public eye. But are election 

outcomes at the county level without any particular significance? Are they merely mirror 

images of national outcomes found in a shadow of the national political terrain, or can county 

elections be seen in a different light if a more nuanced analytical perspective is employed? 

This is the central research question to be addressed here. Before addressing the question in 

more detail, however, it is essential that the nature of county government within the 

Norwegian political administrative system be understood. In what follows, therefore, we first 

describe briefly the most important characteristics of Norwegian county government. County 

election outcomes are then considered from a variety of perspectives and the chapter 

concludes with a summary discussion.  
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10.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

There are 19 counties in Norway, of which one – Oslo – has a unique status, being both a 

county and a municipality for political-administrative purposes. Counties have a dual 

character: on the one hand they constitute units of local state authority headed by a prefect 

(fylkesmann) who is appointed by central government; on the other hand they constitute 

distinct units of local democratic government in a three-tier system. As regional state 

authorities, the counties have historical roots dating back to the unification of Norway that 

took place in the mid-ninth century. Local concerns were occasionally attended to by the 

prefects, but their tasks were first and foremost to serve as the king’s local representative or 

agent. In a modernized form, this system continues to function at present, and it does so 

within more or less the same geographical divisions as those found in the middle ages. Thus, 

according to current practice, the prefect is the king’s representative in the counties, and is in 

charge of a broad range of responsibilities, including oversight and control functions vis-à-vis 

politically elected bodies at both the county and municipal levels (Bjørnå and Jenssen, 2006). 

In fact, during recent years there has been an increase in the responsibilities of the regional 

prefects, in particular in the area of environmental protection and with respect to supervision 

and legal control of municipal decisions (Hansen et al., 2009). 

In their contemporary status counties date from 1837 when the laws on local government 

were first adopted. But the counties did not have directly elected county councils until 1975. 

Before this time members of the county councils were indirectly elected, appointed by and 

among members of the municipal councils within the county. All municipalities appointed at 

least one member to the county council which in practice meant that the county councils were 

largely composed of mayors of the municipalities. As long as the major tasks of the counties 
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were to act as secondary municipalities, providing services for the primary municipalities, this 

system functioned well. But with the extension of the Norwegian welfare state following 

World War II counties were accorded a wider range of responsibilities for which individual 

citizens were the major consumers of the services offered. Under these conditions an indirect 

system of representation was increasingly seen as unsatisfactory – at least when judged by 

democratic standards. For this reason direct elections were introduced in the 1970s, with the 

first elections being held in 1975. 

County council elections are held on the same day as municipal council elections (normally 

the first or second Monday of September) on a regular four-year cycle with the elections 

coming half way into a similar four-year parliamentary electoral cycle. County and municipal 

council elections may in this respect be viewed as ‘mid-term’ elections in much the same 

fashion as off-presidential year elections held for members of Congress in the US. All 

residents of the local authority who will have reached 18 years of age by the end of the 

election year are eligible to vote. For municipal and county council elections this includes not 

only persons who are Norwegian citizens, but also citizens of other Nordic countries and 

citizens of all other countries who have been registered as residents in Norway for three years 

prior to the election. All persons who satisfy these requirements are automatically entered 

onto the list of registered voters; individual residents are not required to take any special 

action in this regard. 

All elections in Norway are conducted according to principles of proportional representation. 

For municipal and county council elections the entire municipality or county serves as a 

single election district from which a number of representatives are elected. The Local 

Government Act stipulates a minimum number of representatives to be elected to the councils 

depending upon the local population size, but municipalities and counties are free to have 
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more members than the minimum required by law, and many have done so. In the 2011 

elections the number of seats in the county councils varied from a low of 33 to a high of 59. 

Voting, which is not compulsory, takes place on the basis of lists of candidates prepared by 

local branches of national parties or groups that are able to garner a minimum number of 

signatures from local residents. Lists commonly contain names of more candidates than a 

party or group anticipates will be elected, the purpose being to ensure that in the event an 

elected representative is not able to attend council meetings due to travel, sickness, death or 

any other valid reason alternates may be called to fill the vacated seat. This means that there is 

no need to arrange special by-elections in Norway, and the composition of the local municipal 

and county councils is determined for an entire four-year period at the outset.  

Once ballots have been cast and counted, mandates are allocated according to a modified 

Sainte-Laguë method for which there is no electoral threshold. Provisions in the current 

electoral law permit voters to indicate personal preferences for specific candidates in both 

municipal and county council elections. Use of this option may have an impact on which 

individuals are ultimately selected to represent a given party or group, but not the distribution 

of seats among parties. After the councils have been constituted, they select an executive 

committee from among members of the council. Typically this is done on the basis of an 

alderman-like model following (to the extent possible) principles of proportional 

representation for parties holding seats within the county council53. 

 
53 Only in recent years (from 1999 on) have some counties adopted a form of county 

parliamentary government. This was made possible by a revision of the law on local 

government which opened the possibility for counties (and municipalities) to decide on 

replacing the traditional alderman form of government with a form of parliamentary 
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The authority exercised by county government is, in the same manner as municipal 

government, negatively delimited – that is, they are vested with legal authority to engage in 

any activities that are not explicitly denied to them or where responsibilities are specifically 

given to other political-administrative bodies. In principle this implies broad ranging 

autonomy. In practice, however, a large portion of all local government activity is mandated 

and/or subject to control by national policy-making. Hence, from the mid-1970s (at the time 

direct elections to county councils was introduced) until 2001, the primary tasks of county 

government were the provision of upper secondary schools, hospitals and specialized medical 

services, county roads and public transportation, as well as county land use planning and 

regional development. But then, with little prior discussion, a major hospital reform was 

adopted and implemented in 2002. As a consequence, ownership and operation of all public 

hospitals was transferred from the counties to central government.  

This transfer of responsibility for hospitals and specialist medical services implied a dramatic 

loss of powers on the part of the county councils and the financial strength of the counties was 

more than halved. It furthermore implied that direct relations between the citizens and the 

county authorities were dramatically weakened. For most citizens the activities of the county 

councils became even more marginal and unimportant. What the regional authorities were left 

with in terms of direct individual service provision were secondary schools, a policy domain 

which is strictly regulated by central government with rather limited possibilities for regional 

political leadership to exert any discretion as to the content and daily operation of these 

schools. 

 
government. The revision was made on the basis of experiences garnered in Oslo which had 

been given dispensation to experiment with such a change earlier. For a discussion of the Oslo 

experiment, see Baldersheim (1992).  
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Overall, moreover, counties do not exercise much discretion over the sources of their revenue. 

Tax rates on personal income and property, for example, which account for roughly 40 per 

cent of total revenues, are largely set by central government54. In addition to this, grants from 

central government constitute a further 43 per cent of county income while the remaining 17 

per cent comes from user fees and charges set by the counties. It is only with respect to this 

last component that county councils exert any discretionary leverage. 

In recent years the counties have also been challenged by a growth in specialized state 

agencies at the regional level. The total number of such single-function jurisdictions at the 

regional level now exceeds 40, and this contributes to a very fragmented regional 

administrative system (Hansen and Stigen, 2007). Even if the responsibilities of these 

specialized state agencies do not directly infringe on the powers of the counties, their 

activities raise issues with respect to the coordination of various public tasks and activities 

within the individual regions, and make it difficult for voters to know who should be held 

accountable for what. Influence of the democratically elected county authorities on national 

policy making is limited to informal consultation. They have no formal power-sharing role in 

national decision-making and are not able to veto national policy decisions. 

 

10.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

 
54 The exact rates of taxation on incomes are determined by the county councils, but within 

fairly narrow limits fixed by central government. In 2010 each tax payer paid 2.65 per cent of 

her/his taxable income to the county, which was the maximum permitted. 



 275 

With these conditions in mind we may turn to an investigation of the relationship between 

regional (county) and national elections. Inasmuch as counties constitute the electoral districts 

used for national parliamentary elections and county council elections have relatively low 

saliency or priority in the minds of voters, there is good reason to believe that a positive 

relationship would exist in the partisan division of the vote at the two levels even if the 

elections are offset by two years; unless otherwise motivated voters can merely rely on the 

partisan predispositions they have had in the most recent parliamentary election and cast a 

ballot for the same party again. On the other hand, precisely because of the two-year offset 

and the comparatively minor role counties have within the Norwegian political-administrative 

system, voters may find it convenient to use county elections as a relatively costless way of 

sending national government a message, using county elections as a means of ‘voice’ for their 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with how things are being run or pursuing agendas of a more 

local regional character. If this is the case, then we might reasonably expect greater (and 

fluctuating) disparities in electoral outcomes. 

Just what is the case? A first perspective in providing an answer to this question is found in 

Figure 10.1 in which three different congruence (or dissimilarity) measures between national 

and regional electoral outcomes are displayed. Inasmuch as direct elections to county councils 

were not introduced until 1975, it is only possible to calculate one such measure (NN-NR) for 

the elections held between 1945 and 1973 – a measure of electorate congruence as this is 

reflected in a comparison of the partisan division of the vote at the national and county levels 

in national parliamentary elections. As is evident from the figure, a good deal of variation in 

voting outcomes at the regional level was to be registered for the first two parliamentary 

elections held following the end of World War II (index values of 18 and 23 respectively). 

This was a period in which national post-war reconstruction policy was to be fashioned, and 

while a fairly broad policy consensus did emerge, partisan differences were pronounced in a 



 276 

number of counties in these early elections. These differences were in particular linked to 

support for the Communist Party which was concentrated in bastions located in counties of 

the far north and eastern interior. Support for the Christian People’s Party was also quite 

regionally specific in the initial postwar period with the strongest showing being in counties 

of western and southwestern Norway. From the 1950s and onward, however, the 

discrepancies in the partisan division of the vote in parliamentary elections, when considered 

on a national versus regional level, have shown a gradual and virtually continuous decline 

from roughly 15 to ten per cent. Aggregated differences in the electorates for national 

elections, in short, have diminished.  

 

Figure 10.1 in about here 

 

Underlying this decline in average dissimilarity scores (or increased average electorate 

congruence), however, regional differences remain. These regional differences were not as 

apparent in the first elections following introduction of direct county council elections as they 

have been in more recent years. In the first four elections held from 1975 to 1987 the average 

election congruence scores (NR-RR), which are based on a comparison of county council 

electoral outcomes at the regional level to subsequent regional outcomes in connection with 

national parliamentary elections, were only six to seven per cent. In an aggregate sense voters 

showed a notable propensity to follow relatively stable partisan preferences and the electoral 

fortunes of the parties at the regional level were quite similar. But this dissimilarity measure 

‘jumped’ to over 11 in the early 1990s and stayed at that level or above until only recently 

when it fell back to just under nine per cent. This period of increased dissimilarity was a time 
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during which the Labour Party struggled to maintain popular support in the face of a growing 

Progress Party, a populist right-wing party that developed in a geographically uneven fashion.  

That there have not been dramatic aggregate changes in the electoral scenery is nonetheless 

evident when the aggregate party system congruence measure (NN-RR) is observed over 

time. The values of this measure have varied within a very limited range (from 14.1 to 16.4), 

the most marked change (a slight decline) only being observed in the most recent period. This 

attests to what may be termed a relatively stable set of partisan preferences when considered 

at the aggregate level and across different types of elections. 

 

10.4. Second-order election effects 

 

Turning to the question of possible second-order election effects, it is at the outset worth 

repeating that both municipal and county council elections in Norway are held ‘mid-term’ in 

relation to national parliamentary elections, being offset from the national election cycle by 

two years. Both municipal and county council elections, in other words, are not vertically 

simultaneous with national elections. In view of the discussion found in the introductory 

chapter of this volume, this situation can be expected to give rise to several different effects, 

perhaps the most prominent being lower turnout in county council as compared to national 

parliamentary elections – a core second-order election effect. Such an expectation is 

particularly warranted in light of the fact that county elections have no direct bearing on 

national government, and that county government in Norway is the weakest part in a three-tier 

political-administrative system, having relatively few (albeit certainly important) assigned 

functional responsibilities and, until relatively recently, not occupying a place in the array of 

directly elected decision-making bodies.  
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Figure 10.2 provides a clear indication that county council elections may indeed be termed 

second-order when compared to national elections in Norway. Were turnout for municipal 

council elections to be plotted in this figure as well, it would in fact be every bit as 

appropriate to speak of county council elections as third-order elections. Ever since direct 

elections of county councils were introduced in 1975, turnout for county council elections has 

tracked turnout for municipal council elections quite closely. But in every instance turnout for 

county council elections has been lower. Initially turnout for county council elections was just 

slightly lower (one per cent), but the gap subsequently increased to between three and four per 

cent) and has been fairly constant over time (see Figure 12.1 in Baldersheim and Rose, 2010, 

p.293).  

 

Figure 10.2 in about here 

 

To be sure, a slight upturn in turnout was to be observed for the most recent county council 

elections held in 2011, but not enough to close the gap between turnout for county council and 

national parliamentary elections. This upturn, moreover, which was mirrored in a slightly 

higher level of voting in municipal council elections, has to be seen in light of the tragic 

events which occurred in Norway on 22 July 2011, less than two months before the date of 

the elections. This was the date when a man with a political agenda first detonated a bomb 

that extensively damaged many of the central government office buildings and then proceeded 

to an island located an hour from Oslo where he shot and killed many young people attending 

a summer camp of the Norwegian Labour Party’s youth organization AUF. These events were 

followed by strong appeals made in many quarters – civil and political alike – for people to 

vote, thereby demonstrating their support for democracy and unwillingness to be cowed by 
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terrorist violence, but these appeals appear to have had only marginal effect. The upturn in 

turnout in the most recent county council elections, in short, cannot be interpreted to signal a 

change in their overall status or character as second-order elections. 

Not only do regional elections in Norway fall ‘mid-term’ in relation to national parliamentary 

elections, but what is at stake in regional elections is relatively modest, at least in comparative 

terms (Hooghe et al., 2010). Both of these considerations suggest that a second-order 

punishment and reward syndrome could be expected in connection with Norwegian regional 

elections. Data presented in Figure 10.3 regarding the relative loss or gain in vote shares 

obtained by opposition and government parties in regional elections confirm this expectation. 

Here we can see that parties that took part in national governments with only one exception 

lost ground in the subsequent county council elections. The exception occurred in connection 

with the very first elections to county councils in 1975. Given the fact that the regional 

elections of 1975 represented a new phenomenon, caution must be exercised in attributing too 

much significance to this exception. The outcome could just as much have been a result of 

voters rewarding the parties in government at the time – perhaps as a euphoric gesture – for 

introducing a change that corrected for the ‘democratic deficit’ that had existed earlier.  

 

Figure 10.3 about here 

 

In all subsequent periods parties taking part in the national government have been subject to 

some punishment in terms of a loss in vote shares in the subsequent county council elections. 

The most pronounced case of this punishment and reward syndrome occurred in 2003. This 

was an election in which there was much turbulence in the national political landscape. The 

bourgeois minority coalition government, which consisted of three parties, faced internal 
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divisions and voter fatigue after six years of political jockeying whereas the Socialist People’s 

Party and the Progress Party, parties located on the left and right wings respectively, enjoyed 

their best showings ever. Even the Labour Party, which had experienced a catastrophic result 

in the 2001 parliamentary elections, enjoyed a modest comeback while the Christian People’s 

Party, the party of the prime minister, and the Conservatives, another party of the minority 

coalition, suffered major setbacks (see Bjørklund and Saglie, 2005, p.23). The combined loss 

of the government parties in the 2003 county council elections was eight per cent while the 

combined gain of all opposition parties was over nine per cent. 

In no other election were changes in vote shares of the same magnitude. Even when the 2003 

election results are included, the average loss of government parties between 1979 and 2007 

was about 3.5 per cent, and the average gain by opposition parties was just under 5 per cent. 

Overall this is a pattern which is in keeping with second-order election theory, but the 

differences are not dramatic. In at least one instance, moreover, parties in opposition at the 

national level suffered a comparative setback (as did the government parties) in connection 

with county council elections. This occurred in 1999, which was the election in which turnout 

for both municipal and county councils hit a postwar low and hence also represent something 

of an anomaly. 

In considering the findings presented in Figure 10.3 it is important to keep in mind that the 

national governments in office at the time of all county elections except those held in 2007 

and most recently in 2011 were minority governments comprised of either a single party or 

multi-party coalition and therefore had less than a majority of the electorate behind them (see 

Table 6.3 in Narud and Strøm, 2011, p.216-7)55. By comparison, county governments (county 

 
55 For a general discussion of Norwegian minority party government, see Rasch (2011), 

Strøm (1990). 
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executive committees) have generally been composed on the basis of proportional 

representation. This latter practice means they typically have a solid majority of voters ‘in 

their corner’. Because of this it is almost a necessity that the party or parties holding office at 

the national level will be subject to some electoral decline when compared to county council 

election results using the measures of congruence applied here. Under the prevailing 

conditions, in other words, some loss is almost inevitable, and an even more marked 

indication of a reward and punishment syndrome would not have been surprising. But 

Norwegian voters, it would seem, have not generally availed themselves of county council 

elections to express either enthusiasm or disenchantment with the sitting national government.  

One interpretation of these findings is that they indicate what may be substantial party loyalty 

despite (or perhaps because of) relatively low stakes when voting for county councils, the 

outcomes of which do not have a salient impact on policy outcomes affecting most voters 

lives. Another interpretation worth considering, however, is that it is not the election stakes 

per se that are critical but rather how the stakes are communicated by politicians and 

perceived by voters. Work by Ervik (2012), for example, documents the importance of how 

local politicians and local media portray the significance of municipal and county council 

elections for voters. Although the outcomes displayed in Figure 10.3 represent what may be 

seen as a typical second-order election phenomenon, in short, the sources and consequences 

of this pattern are not readily apparent. 

 

10.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

Given the fact that county governments in Norway have traditionally been constituted on the 

basis of an alderman-like model with proportional representation of the parties holding seats 
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within the county council, divergence in the composition of national and county governments 

is likely to be found in practically all cases. The magnitude of this discrepancy, moreover, is 

increased further by the fact that national governments holding office at the time of all county 

elections except those in 2007 and 2011 were minority governments. Under these conditions 

relatively high dissimilarity is virtually guaranteed. The lack of greater congruence, however, 

does not typically have significant policy implications. Apart from issues related to the 

organization of hospitals and schools, the legal framework regulating county government 

affairs does not give much room for variation in local policy content and priorities, and to the 

extent differences arise over such issues, the conflicts tend to cut across divisions based on 

party ideology. 

This situation does not preclude, however, the existence of parties with a regionally oriented 

agenda and character. As the work of Stein Rokkan, Henry Valen and others has documented, 

important political cleavages have characterized Norwegian politics during much of the 20th 

century. Some of these cleavages have had a prominent regional component and have had an 

impact on the nationalization of the party system (see Hjellum, 1967). It is nonetheless 

noteworthy that Norway has, with only minor exceptions, not experienced the emergence of 

parties advocating a specifically regionally oriented platform that have figured in the national 

political arena. The only exception was something of a ‘flash in the pan’ which occurred in 

1989 in Finnmark, the northernmost county in Norway. At the time Anders Aune, the county 

prefect who had previously been a parliamentary representative for the Labour Party, took the 

initiative to create an electoral list called ‘Future for Finnmark’, a list that was otherwise 

referred to as the ‘Aune list’. This initiative was based on a strong sense of dissatisfaction 

with policies (or lack thereof) relating to Finnmark found in the established parties’ programs. 

This list garnered over 20 per cent of the votes cast in the election, and Aune was elected to 
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parliament, but he withdrew from politics after serving the term, and the party dissipated in 

the interim, never competing in county council elections.  

Another non-statewide party which can be mentioned is the Coast Party. This is a party with a 

political platform based on commercial interests of those involved in fishing and whaling, 

appealing primarily to those residing in coastal areas of the country as the party name 

suggests. The party appeared on the national scene and competed in parliamentary elections 

for the first time in 1997. Initially the party was largely a one-man phenomenon, created by 

and revolving around an eccentric whaling boat captain who attracted attention and ultimately 

enough support in a county of northern Norway to be elected to parliament in 1997 and then 

re-elected in 2003. But this party has never played a central role in regional government and 

has subsequently been subject to internal squabbles, attracting no more than 0.4 per cent of all 

votes cast in the most recent county council elections in 2011. The party, in short, does not 

qualify either as a regional (single county) party nor a regionalist party (one advocating 

greater autonomy and vertical authority for a specific region). 

Aside from Future for Finnmark and the Coast Party, there have been a number of regionally 

based parties or joint lists which have competed in municipal and county council elections, 

but they tend to be more ephemeral, issue-oriented constellations that have rarely competed 

for parliamentary representation. The primary example of this has also been a regionally 

oriented grouping which since 1983 has consistently competed in county council elections in 

one county – Møre og Romsdal – under the banner ‘Sunnmørslista’. This is a non-partisan list 

which reflects geographic conflicts of interests found within the county itself. Some of those 

living in the area of Sunnmøre have felt neglected, believing that they have not received a fair 

share of county resources or adequate representation in various county bodies. As a result 

those behind the list advocate a program that would eliminate the county as a political-

administrative body and strengthen cooperation among neighboring municipalities within the 
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region. The high watermark for the list in terms of voter support occurred in 1991 when the 

party received nearly 18 per cent of the vote and won, in collaboration with another non-

partisan list, ten of 57 seats on the county council. Since then, however, support for the list 

has declined, falling to roughly five per cent of the vote in the most recent county council 

elections, an outcome that only gave the party three seats. Another example of a regional, 

issue-oriented party is the Vestfold county list against toll roads, a party that competed in both 

the 2007 and 2011 county elections but does not figure in national parliamentary elections.  

Many other minor parties and local lists compete in national, county and municipal elections. 

In general, however, none of these qualify as genuinely regional political parties; they are 

parties with national aspirations but tend to focus on special interests of a national rather than 

regional character. Examples include the Greens, the Pensioner’s Party, and the Democratic 

Party. In sum, as several authors have concluded previously on the basis of their work on 

regionalist parties in Europe (see, for example, De Winter and Tursan, 1998; De Winter et al., 

2006; Elias and Tronconi, 2011), there are no parties which qualify as genuine non-statewide 

parties in Norway. 

 

10.6. Discussion 

 

Overall the evidence presented above offers a picture of county elections which are national 

in character, but which nonetheless retain clear regional traits. County elections are national 

insofar as they display critical second-order election features: turnout for county council 

elections has been systematically lower than that for both national and municipal council 

elections and opposition parties have typically experienced increased voter support in county 

elections at the expense of parties involved in national government. But these features must be 
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considered in light of characteristics of the Norwegian political-administrative system. County 

governments have a limited portfolio of assigned responsibilities, most of which are subject to 

relatively strict national oversight, and the counties are vested with limited fiscal discretion in 

fulfilling these responsibilities. County council elections, moreover, are carried out under a 

system of proportional representation that is similar to that used for national parliamentary 

(and municipal council) elections, and are mid-term in relation to national elections. The latter 

enhances the possibility for voters to use county elections as a means of sending national 

government a message of content or discontent, further emphasizing the national (second-

order) character of regional elections. 

While national in these respects, county election outcomes are by no means a carbon copy of 

national elections results. For one thing this is reflected in the lack of congruence between the 

composition of national governments and those of county governments. In part this lack of 

congruence is a function of the different means by which governments at the national and 

county levels are typically constituted. National governments are based on parliamentary 

principles whereas county executive committees are composed on the basis of an alderman-

like model with positions being distributed according to principles of proportional 

representation. Every bit as important in giving county elections a regional flavor, however, 

are considerations relating to differences in the political culture found in various areas of the 

country. As extensive work following in the analytical footsteps of Stein Rokkan and Henry 

Valen have shown, partisan voting preferences in Norway have long been influenced by four 

conflict dimensions. One of these dimensions is based on socio-economic conflicts linked to 

occupational positions. On this dimension labor has been pitted against capital and producers 

of primary sector goods (farmers and fishermen) have been pitted against consumers. The 

other three dimensions are of a cultural character involving religion, views on alcohol 

consumption and language respectively. The religious conflict has been between those who 
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are religiously active versus those who are more secular; the alcohol conflict has been 

between those who are total abstainers versus those who are (occasional) users; and the 

linguistic conflict is between users of the two different official languages found in Norway – 

bokmål (book language) and nynorsk (new Norwegian). 

Overlying these lines of conflict has been a center-periphery dimension. When these 

cleavages are combined, southern and western Norway have traditionally represented the 

bastion of a religious, teetotalling, new Norwegian counterculture while the Trøndelag region 

and counties of northern Norway have been a class polarized periphery and eastern Norway – 

especially the area around the capital – has constituted the social and political center of the 

country. In the course of time these cleavages have been weakened, in part being replaced by 

new political battle lines (Berglund, 2003, 2011). But vestiges of the older cleavages remain 

and are supplemented by local issues which serve to create regionally specific electoral arenas 

which give county elections a more unique regional character. In this sense regional elections 

are a big deal, even if they are second-order elections. 

In concluding it is also appropriate to highlight the uncertain future of regional government in 

Norway. As noted, counties occupy a very modest position in the Norwegian system, 

something that is perceived and reflected in public opinion. So weak is the current role of the 

counties in the eyes of some observers that two political parties – the Conservatives and the 

Progress Party – have suggested that the counties should be abolished. The existence and 

position of the counties have in fact been the subject of a wide ranging debate over some time, 

and constituted the focal point of a major reform initiative launched as recently as 2005 when 

the current so-called red-green coalition government took office. In a broad statement of 

policy aims and objectives for the government, it was announced at the time that the cabinet 

planned to introduce a major reform of regional government. Among the most important aims 

of this reform was an intended amalgamation of the 19 existing counties into seven or nine 
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larger regional units, thereby providing a basis for increasing the number of tasks and 

strengthening the powers of the regional political authorities. 

At the end of the day, following discussion of alternative reform proposals found in a white 

paper on regional reform which the government prepared and submitted to parliament in 2006 

(St.meld. nr.12 (2006-07)), parliament did not support any major – or minor – changes in the 

regional division of Norway, and the reform initiative was shelved. The parliament did, 

however, support proposed changes in the powers of the regional political authorities. In 

particular, the reform implied that the counties, in addition to their traditional tasks within the 

areas of secondary education and public transportation, received extended powers in the areas 

of culture, road construction and maintenance, vocational schooling and certain 

environmental issues. But the Conservative and Progress parties remain committed to 

abolition of the countries in their present form. At present these two parties enjoy strong 

support in public opinion polls which, if maintained through the 2013 parliamentary elections, 

could provide the foundation for an alternative bourgeois coalition government. If so the 

status of county government in Norway could change in dramatic fashion. 
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Norway: No big deal with regional elections? 

 

Figure 10.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Norwegian country excel file. 
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Figure 10.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Norwegian country excel file. 

 

  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

1945 1955 1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015

Tu
rn

ou
t (

%
 o

f e
lig

bl
e 

vo
te

rs
)

Regional elections National elections



 290 

Figure 10.3: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Norwegian country excel file. 
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Spain: The persistence of territorial cleavages and centralism of the Popular Party 

Braulio Gómez Fortes 

Laura Cabeza Perez 

 

11.1. Introduction 

 

For the most part of its history, Spain has been a highly centralized unitary state that has not 

recognized the country’s regional diversity. The complex process of regionalization began 34 

years ago, in 1978, with the proclamation of the Spanish Constitution which recognized the 

‘right to autonomy of the nationalities and regions which make up the Spanish state’ (Art.2). 

Currently, Spain is one of the most decentralized countries in Europe. Regional governments 

account for almost 40 per cent of public spending while the central government is responsible 

for only 20 per cent. As of 2012, the regions have over 50 per cent of the income tax at their 

disposal.  

Spain is a country with a high level of decentralization and citizens perceive the regional level 

to be relevant. Public opinion surveys reveal that Spanish citizens think that regional 

government is important, 85 per cent of citizens indicate that the decisions of regional 

governments are very important in their lives (CIS282956). Survey data also show that 

Spanish voters follow subnational politics with greater interest than national politics, and the 

regional president is just as popular as the national president in almost all the regions 

(CIS2829). Interestingly, an opposite picture arises in studies on Spanish regional elections 

 
56Regional Barometer II conducted by the Center for Sociological Research at 2010. The 

question was: ‘How far do you think that the regional government’s decisions affect your 

well-being and that of your family -to a large extent, a fair extent, barely, or not at all?’. 



 292 

which classify them as second-order elections (Montero, 1995; Font, 1998; Keating and 

Pallares, 2003; Jeffery and Hough, 2003; Pallarés, 2008). Turnout in regional elections is 

lower than for national elections, the party in (central) government lose vote share in regional 

elections, and regional elections are strongly nationalized (Llera, 1998; Lago and Lago, 

2011). The traditional approach to study Spanish regional elections is to highlight a 

territorially heterogeneous pattern of election behavior with the historical (Catalonia, the 

Basque Country and Galicia) regions, which have a strong sense of national identity, high 

regional authority, and their own electoral calendar, on the one hand, and the non-historical 

regions, on the other hand. More recent research (Lago and Lago, 2011; Leon, 2012) focus on 

the clarity of competence allocation across government tiers and the extent to which voters 

hold regional governments accountable but the authors still identify the vote in the previous 

national election as the most relevant variable to explain the regional vote. Other studies have 

demonstrated the existence of a positive relation between the economic situation and the 

support for regional governments (Riba and Diaz, 2002; Gomez Fortes et al., 2010; Rico, 

2011; Sanchez-Cuenca and Barreiro, 2011). However, survey data indicate that voters do not 

know which tier of government is responsible for which policies57. 

There is one factor that receives much less attention in regional election studies and that is the 

role of statewide parties with regard to integrating the territory (Fabre and Swenden, 2012). 

The responses of statewide parties to environmental changes –devolution– ‘vary depending on 

each party’s experience, set of entrenched interests, practices and beliefs’ (Fabre, 2008, p.4). 

All statewide parties have to face the fact that a large divergence at the regional level will 

harm their reputation as statewide parties. However, the reputation of a statewide party that 

 
57Regional Barometer I (CIS2610) conducted by the Center for Sociological Research at 2005 

and Regional Barometer II (CIS2829). 
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has a historically developed centralized ethos or an acquired reputation for its centralism 

and/or state-nationalism is challenged more than a party with an ideology that is more 

compatible with decentralization (Alonso and Gómez Fortes, 2011). The PP has acquired a 

reputation of a Spanish nationalist party, defender of a centralized and culturally 

homogeneous state, whereas the PSOE has a reputation as supporter of decentralization since 

the beginning of post-Franco democracy. The PP and PSOE have different territorial voter 

bases and we may expect a higher extent of nationalization of regional elections in the regions 

where the PP is dominant than in the regions where the PSOE dominates.  

The next section explores congruence of the vote and second-order effects and considers 

political and contextual variables which may help us to better understand regional election 

behavior. The data is presented for the historical and non-historical regions separately. The 

historical regions have more authority, follow their own election cycle, and are culturally and 

linguistically distinct from the non-historical regions. We may expect to see these differences 

reflected in regional electoral results.  

 

11.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Although the Constitution does not explicitly define Spain as a federal system, it recognizes 

the right to self-government of the regions and provides a list of powers that are exclusively 

assigned to either the national or regional governments. Spain is not a homogeneous country 

as there are linguistic, historical and cultural differences across the regions. As a result, the 

decentralization process set in motion in 1978 evolved in an asymmetric way across the 

territory but also over time. The three ‘historical nationalities’ (Catalonia, the Basque 

Country and Galicia) acceded to autonomy almost immediately, through a fast and simplified 
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process. The other regions58 were required to take a slower route, with limited powers at the 

start. Andalusia was an exception to this general rule, although it was not an ‘historical 

nationality’, a special and quicker route was created for this region as a result of mass 

demonstrations for the recognition of its right to self-government59.  

After the proclamation of the Spanish Constitution, each region approved its own Statute of 

Autonomy. By May 1983 the entire country had been divided into 17 units called 

‘Autonomous Communities’ (autonómas comunidades), with different degrees of power. The 

cities of Ceuta and Melilla obtained their autonomy statute in 1995 and the number of non-

historic autonomous communities increased with two. The transfer of powers to the regional 

governments is determined in an ongoing process of bilateral negotiations between each 

region and the central government which gives rise to occasional disputes. Regional 

governments with fewer devolved powers press for keeping-up with the more authoritative 

regions while regional governments with the largest extent of self-government want to keep 

their differential status. The negotiations produce new rounds of decentralizing reforms, the 

 
58 The non-historic regions in this chapter are: Andalusia, Aragon, Asturias, Balearic Islands, 

Canary Islands, Cantabria, Castile and Leon, Castile-La Mancha, Catalonia, Ceuta, 

Extremadura, Galicia, La Rioja, Madrid, Melilla, Murcia, Navarre, Basque Country, Valencia 

59 Navarre, Canary Island and Valencian Community also achieved higher levels of 

autonomy at an early stage in the decentralization process but they cannot determine their 

own electoral calendar. These regions assumed immediately all the competences prescribed in 

art 148 CE, include the following competences: education, social security, justice and public 

order and a wide set of competences in labor, agriculture and public works. It is also 

important to note that Navarra enjoys similar tax autonomy as the Basque Country. 
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last of which was the reform of the Statutes of Autonomy between 2004 and 2011.60 Regional 

governments are now responsible for the provision of services that are close to citizens. More 

than half of regional public spending is devoted to education and health services. In addition, 

regional governments have significant powers in areas such as urban and local government, 

public safety, infrastructure, transport, agriculture, and the environment.  

Moreover, some regions have increased fiscal autonomy as a result of the last process of 

Statute reforms that started under Zapatero’s government. Since 2009, the new system of 

regional finance stipulates that regional governments receive over 50 percent of the income 

tax and 50 percent of value added taxes (VAT)61. The only exceptions are Basque Country and 

Navarra, which already had full fiscal autonomy. The Spanish Constitution (Additional 

Provisional N 1) protects the historic fiscal rights of the territories (‘fueros’) which means that 

these autonomous communities collect taxes themselves and negotiate with the central 

government how much of their tax revenue will be allotted to the Spanish state. Despite the 

different tracks towards autonomy, all regions, historical and non-historical, enjoy a similar 

degree of regional authority since the 2000s. 

The basic political institutions of each region are similar to those of the country as a whole. 

Each region has a unicameral legislature elected by universal adult suffrage and an executive 

consisting of a president and a Council or Government which are both responsible to the 

 
60Eight renewed or amended autonomy statutes have recently been approved: Valencian 

Community and Catalonia (in 2006), Balearic Islands, Andalusia, Aragon and Castile and 

Leon (in 2007), Navarre (in 2010) and Extremadura (in 2011). 

61In the 1980s the regions had no any autonomy over income tax but after the 1997 reform of 

the fiscal system for regions, the regional government obtained autonomy for managing 15 

per cent of the personal income tax which increased to 30 per cent in 2001. 
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legislature. Regional elections are held simultaneously for 13 of the 17 Autonomous 

Communities, whereas Basque Country, Catalonia, Galicia and Andalusia are free to 

determine their own electoral calendars. The regional elections are held separately from other 

electoral contests, except Andalusia62 and the thirteen ‘slow track’ regions hold elections 

concurrently with local (provincial and municipal) elections. The first regional election in 

Spain was held in 1979 in Navarra, just two years after the first national election since the end 

of Franco`s 39-years dictatorship. By May 1983, all Spanish regions had elected their regional 

assemblies for the first time63. Although in principle it is possible for different regions to 

establish different electoral systems, in practice all of them have adopted the same electoral 

formula developed for national elections: a party-list proportional representation system 

(closed lists, allocation of seats by the d’Hondt method). Minimum thresholds of 

representation have been set in order to avoid fragmentation. The majority of the regions 

uphold a three per cent threshold but in some regions a party must receive a minimum of five 

per cent in order to obtain a seat. The number of deputies in the parliament, who serve for 

fixed-terms of four years64, is established by each Autonomous Community. The regional 

 
62 In Andalusia, regional and national elections were held concurrently in 1986, 1996, 2000, 

2004 and 2008. Up to date, only four elections (1982, 1990, 1994 and 2012) have been held 

separately. 

63 Navarre (April 1979) was the first one, followed by Catalonia and the Basque Country 

(both in March 1980), Galicia (October 1981) and Andalusia (May 1982). The regional 

assemblies of the other regions were elected simultaneously in May 1983. 

64 Only Andalusia, Catalonia, Basque Country and Galizia have the capacity to call early 

elections. 
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assemblies vary in size from 33 (La Rioja) to 135 members (Catalonia) and total number of 

regional parliamentarians for all Spanish regions is 1,178. 

Two statewide parties dominate the regional party systems. In 14 out of 17 autonomous 

communities the Spanish Socialist Workers Party (PSOE) and the conservative Popular Party 

(PP) obtain more than 75 per cent of the vote which is comparable to situation in the national 

parliament. The party systems in the historical regions, in particular Catalonia and the Basque 

Country, contain strong non-statewide parties (Vallés, 1991; Pallarés, 1993; Llera, 1993). The 

Basque Nationalist Party (PNV) has won absolute/relative majorities in seven of eight 

regional elections in the Basque Country and Convergence and Union (CIU) won six out of 

eight regional elections in Catalonia. The non-historic regions can be divided in two groups, 

those regions where the PSOE is the dominant party (Andalusia, Castile-La Mancha, 

Extremadura, Aragon, Asturias) and those regions where the PP is traditionally more 

supported (Castile and Leon, Valencia, Murcia, Balearic Islands, Madrid and La Rioja). The 

Canary Islands is an exception and the Canarian Coalition (CC), a non-statewide party, 

alternates in power with the Popular Party (PP). 

 

11.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

In order to display differences in the vote we use the three operationalization of the index of 

dissimilarity presented in the introduction to this book (Schakel, 2013). First, we look at party 

system congruence (NN-RR) which evaluates the statewide electoral result against the 

regional vote in the region. Party system incongruence is low among the non-historic regions 

(15 per cent) but is almost three times higher for the historic regions (45 per cent) (figures 

11.1 and 11.2). There is hardly any variation across time but the decrease in party system 

congruence between 1996 and 2004 (from 42 per cent to 35 per cent) for the historic regions 
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coincides with the PP being in national government. Party system congruence is high for the 

historic regions and the bulk of party system congruence can be ascribed to electorate 

congruence rather than to election congruence. 

 

(Insert Figure 11.1 here) 

 

Electorate congruence (NN-NR) taps the extent to which a particular regional electorate is 

different from the statewide electorate (see the introduction). This measurement holds the type 

of election constant and compares the nation-wide results with the result for a particular 

region. Electorate congruence stays stable over time, around 30 per cent for the historical 

regions and about 12 per cent for the non-historical regions (figures 11.1 and 11.2). A 

noticeable change may be observed for the 2008 election which indicates a significant 

nationalization for the historic regions. This may be explained by the PSOE which achieved 

its best electoral results in its history in the Basque Country and Catalonia and which could be 

interpreted as a reward for the party for the last round of devolution triggered by the socialist 

government. Electorate congruence reveals significant differences between regional 

electorates. Catalonia and Basque Country have a differentiated party system from the rest of 

Spain. Non-statewide parties have a majority of the votes and the two statewide parties (PSOE 

and PP) together are not able to attract more than 50 per cent of the votes. Clearly, the 

presence of strong non-statewide parties contributes significantly to the regionalization of 

regional elections in the historic communities (Leon, 2012).  

 

(Insert Figure 11.2 here) 
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Finally, we look at dual voting which is measured by election congruence (NR-RR) which 

compares the national vote in the region to the regional vote in the region (see figures11.1 and 

11.2). Despite the process of decentralization which transferred significant political and fiscal 

autonomy to the regions, election congruence remains remarkably stable during 30 years of 

regional elections. We would expect an increase in dual voting for the non-historical regions 

especially after the decentralization reform of 1996, when regions were granted some 

authority over rates for all previously ceded taxes as well as an share of 15 percent of the 

income tax, and the 2001 reform which granted regions the powers over public health and 

primary and university education. However, dual voting remains very stable and fluctuates 

around ten per cent. This finding is in line with previous studies which indicate that regional 

election results are very similar to national election results (Valles, 1991; Keating and 

Pallarés, 2003; Oñate, 2008; Lago and Montero, 2010). These studies reveal that Spanish 

voters show a stable partisan preference over the last 20 years which implies that voters vote 

the same in national and regional elections. The two statewide parties have adapted to 

decentralization by giving their branches some autonomy to improve their competitiveness in 

regional elections. This strategy has been very successful because the PSOE and PP account 

for the lion share of the vote despite the strong presence of peripheral parties in some regions.  

When we analyze the congruence of the vote more in depth, some substantial regional 

differences come to the fore. Election congruence (NR-RR) ranges from an average of 3.7 per 

cent in La Rioja (close to the complete congruence) to 18.5 per cent in Catalonia. An 

interesting pattern in the data arises when we compare congruence of the vote for the two 

statewide parties. In regions were the PP is dominant party (Castile and Leon, Valencia, 

Madrid, Murcia and La Rioja), election congruence is about four per cent but in the PSOE-

dominated regions average dissimilarity increases to ten per cent.  
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Figure 11.2 displays congruence of the vote for the historical regions (Catalonia, Basque 

Country and Galicia). Election congruence (NR-RR) fluctuates between ten and 18 per cent 

which is considerably higher than for the non-historical regions. Election congruence reaches 

its maximum in the early 1980s when the centrist party UCD withdrew from the electoral 

scene, allowing the PSOE to take a pre-dominant role in national government. Previous 

research has shown that the party in government obtains an electoral premium in the Basque 

Country which may explain part of the vote switching (De la Calle, 2005). The literature has 

paid special attention to dual voting in Catalonia (Montero and Font, 1991) and scholars often 

relate it to ‘balancing theory’(Alesina and Rosenthal, 1989; Fiorina, 1992). According to 

‘balancing theory, ideologically moderate voters have a preference for split partisan control 

and a balance of power between the national and the regional tier. The PSOE would then be 

the favorite party to defend statewide interests, while the nationalist party (CIU) would be 

better to defend Catalonian interests. Research indicates that there is less dual voting in 

Basque Country and Galicia than Catalonia (Perez Nievas, 2008). Despite this research 

interest in dual voting, figure 11.2 shows that a significant majority (85 per cent) of the 

citizens in the historical regions vote alike in regional and national elections.  

The analysis suggests that territorial, cultural and historical factors are more important for 

elections outcomes than regional authority. Asymmetry in regional authority has diminished 

as decentralization processes have continued over the last 30 years but the differences in 

electoral behavior between the historical and non-historical regions remain. 

 

11.4. Second-order election effects 

 

According to the second-order election model, turnout for regional elections is lower than for 

national elections because there is ‘less at stake’ (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). Despite the fact 
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that survey data indicate that voters care about regional government (see introduction), 

turnout is higher for national elections than for regional elections. The average turnout gap is 

5.8 per cent for the elections held between 1980 and 2011. Without any exception, turnout for 

regional elections is lower than for national elections. 

 

(Insert Figure 11.3 here) 

 

Figures 11.3 and 11.4 display turnout rates for the historic and non-historic regions and these 

figures also show that turnout varies considerably between the regions. In Spain, powers are 

allocated asymmetrically across regions and, consequently, ‘what is at stake’ in regional 

elections varies accordingly. Regional election turnout should be higher in regions with more 

autonomy (Henderson and McEwen, 2010; Dandoy and Schakel, 2012). More responsibilities 

in the hands of a region increase its relevance in the eyes of citizens and, as a result, the 

incentives to cast a vote is higher. In addition, one may expect that in regions with their own 

language or a distinctive history, voter turnout in regional elections would be higher given the 

greater level of identification of the electorate with regionalism and self-government 

institutions (Henderson and McEwen, 2010). The data presented in figures 11.3 and 11.4 do 

not provide support for these hypotheses. 

 

(Insert Figure 11.4 here) 

 

The historical regions, which attained autonomy under the fast-track process, have more 

powers, and they are clearly cultural distinct, but they are not the ones with higher levels of 

turnout in regional elections. On the contrary, average turnout in regional elections in the 

Basque Country (66.8 per cent) and especially in Galicia (59.8 per cent) and Catalonia (60 per 
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cent) is below the mean of 68 per cent. In addition, turnout in both the historical and non-

historical regions has remained stable over time despite the considerable decentralization over 

time and the fiscal reforms between 2004 and 2011. According to the literature (Costa, 2009; 

Dandoy and Schakel, 2012) simultaneity of elections -both horizontally (regional elections are 

held at the same date) and vertically (concurrence with elections for different levels of 

government)- may significantly increase voter turnout. In Spain, regional elections in 13 out 

of 17 regions are held simultaneously with each other as well as concurrently with local 

elections within the region. Andalusia, Catalonia, Galicia and the Basque Country have their 

own election cycles. Most of the regional elections of Andalusia were held simultaneously 

with national elections. Turnout is ten per cent lower when the Andalusian election is not held 

concurrently with a national election. Madrid in 2003 and Asturias in 2012 had to repeat their 

regional election and the lowest turnout ever in the history of regional elections was registered 

in both elections.. The campaign and media attention in these elections were less intense 

without electoral competition in the rest of the country. It appears that simultaneity of 

elections affect turnout far more than differences in regional authority or territorial cleavages. 

Another variable which might shed some light on differences in turnout levels is the ‘party 

effect’. We can expect that in regions where a centralist party –that is, a party with a state-

nationalist ideology– is dominant, turnout in regional elections would be lower than for 

regions where parties with a more favorable stance towards decentralization have more 

support. In six of the nine regions where differential abstention is above average, the Popular 

Party is the dominant party. PP voters are more centralist that the rest of the citizens65 which 

can explain their relative smaller interest in regional elections. The case of Catalonia is 

 
65Data from Regional Barometer I (CIS2829) conducted by the Center for Sociological 

Research at 2010. 
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distinct. The difference in turnout between national and regional elections is 12 per cent on 

average. This turnout gap is usually attributed to the abstention among voters who migrated 

from other regions to Catalonia (Riba, 2000). Migrants tend to have a weaker identification 

with the Catalan region.  

Another characteristic of second-order elections is that the party in national government loses 

vote share when the regional vote is compared to the previous national vote. The regional 

election is used by citizens as a way to express agreement or disagreement with the national 

government. The second-order model also specifies a relationship between the timing of 

elections and the size of the losses. Maximum losses are incurred when the regional election 

is held at mid-term of the national election cycle and become smaller the closer the regional 

election is held after or before a national election. Hence, the magnitude of government losses 

in relation to the preceding legislative election tends to follow a curvilinear pattern (Marsh, 

1998).  

 

(Insert Figure 11.5 here) 

 

Figures 11.5 and 11.6 display vote share changes between regional and the previous national 

elections for, respectively, the historic and non-historic regions. From figure 11.5 we may 

observe that indeed, the party in central government tends to lose vote share in regional 

elections. In addition, the extent of vote share loss does seem to be related to the placement of 

the regional election in the national election cycle. The 1983 regional elections followed 

within 12 months of the national election in 1982 and the socialist government received 

identical support in both elections. The regional elections of 1987, 2003, and 2007 were held 

close to mid-term in the national election cycle and, like the literature predicts (Marsh, 1998; 

Keeting and Pallares, 2003), the government party loses about six per cent. There are two 
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important outliers in 1995 and 2011 when the party in national government suffered the 

biggest losses in vote share, that is, more than 10 per cent. The 1995 and 2011 regional 

elections were held at the end of the national term which should have resulted in smaller 

losses according to the second-order election model but this result is in line with studies that 

predict more protest voting at the end of the term (Van der Eijk, 1996). 

The 1995 and 2011 regional elections share a similar political context. The Popular Party (PP) 

achieved national power after these two regional elections pushing the Social Democrats out 

of office. In both elections the PP had a successful campaign against unpopular socialist 

governments which focused on national corruption in 1995 and on the economic crisis in 

2011.  

 

(Insert Table 11.1 here) 

 

In table 11.1 we display popularity figures and party vote share losses for the national 

incumbent. There is no relation between an unpopular incumbent and electoral losses in 

regional elections when the Popular Party is the national incumbent. Table 11.1 clearly shows 

that government parties tend to lose votes. However, it is difficult to identify a pattern 

between popularity for the national incumbent, the timing of the regional election in the 

national election cycle and loss in vote share. Spain is a young democracy, only they have 

been hold 8 general elections to generate robust data about the relation between the three 

variables. 

 

(Insert Figure 11.6 here) 
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A comparison between figures 11.5 and 11.6 reveals that government parties tend to lose vote 

share in both historical and non-historical regions but opposition parties benefit only in 

elections in the historic regions. Opposition parties have gained about three per cent of the 

votes in elections held between 1980 and 2011. This finding is congruent with the second-

order election model. However, contrary to expectations, we do not observe the same pattern 

for the non-historical regions.66 Figure 11.6 indicates that the opposition parties either win a 

couple of vote (less than two per cent) or they lose votes (elections of 1991 and 1999). 

 

11.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

The differences between historical and non-historical regions become more evident if we pay 

attention to government congruence (figure 11.7). Average government congruence is around 

70 per cent for the historical regions but it is only 30 per cent for the non-historical regions. 

There is a noticeable outlier for the historical region in 2008 when the index of government 

congruence declines to 23 per cent. This was the first time that the PSOE was in government 

both at the national level and in all the historical regions. 

 

(Insert Figure 11.7 here) 

 

 
66 This difference can be explained by how we coded the data. Most non-statewide parties in 

the historic regions are present in national parliament and hence are coded as opposition. Most 

non-statewide parties in the non-historic regions are not presented in the national parliament 

and hence are not included in the calculations. 
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Government congruence for the non-historical regions can be directly related to periods in 

time when the same party controlled the government at both the regional and national level. 

The PSOE was the dominant party in all the elections held between 1982 and 1989. The 

PSOE was able to adapt quickly to the decentralized territorial design due to its federalist 

tradition (Mendez-Lago, 2000). In 2011, the Popular Party became the hegemonic party at all 

levels after the greatest electoral punishment for a party in central government in Spanish 

history. The nationalization strategy of regional election campaigns pursued by the Popular 

Party enabled this party to win in most of the non-historical regions. The elections held 

between 1996 and 2004 are characterized by divided government. The PP was the incumbent 

at central government while the PSOE was able to stay in office in the regions where it is 

traditionally a dominant party (Andalusia, Castile-La Mancha, Extremadura, Aragon and 

Asturias). Likewise, during the socialist legislature of Rodriguez Zapatero between 2004 and 

2011, the PP was able to remain in power in those regions where the Popular Party is 

traditionally the largest party (La Rioja, Murcia, Valencia, Madrid, Castile and Leon and 

Balearic Islands).  

 

Figures 11.8 and 11.9 present average non-statewide party strength for the historic and non-

historic regions. Non-statewide parties tend to fare better in regional elections than in national 

elections. In the non-historic regions, non-statewide party strength is about 12 to 14 per cent 

in regional elections and non-statewide party strength in national elections has increased 

slightly from four per cent in 1980 to eight per cent in 2008. In the historic regions, non-

statewide party strength is higher, it fluctuates between 20 and 30 per cent for national 

elections and between 30 and 40 percent for regional elections. Non-statewide parties in 

Catalonia, Basque Country, Canary Island, Galicia and Navarre have increased their numbers 

of representatives in the national parliament over the last ten years. The non-statewide parties 
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in these regions are not secessionist. The PNV in Basque Country, CIU in Catalonia, CC in 

Canarias or BNG in Galicia can be classified as autonomists (Dandoy, 2010). 

 

(Insert Figure11. 8 here) 

 

It is fair to say that non-statewide parties have obtained a consolidated position in the regional 

party systems but there has not been a dramatic growth in the number or strength of 

regionalist parties like in Belgium or Italy. Some authors relate the establishment of non-

statewide parties in Spain to the newly created regional institutions (Brancati, 2007; Alonso, 

2012). Subsequent processes of decentralization clearly did not weaken the non-statewide 

party vote in regional elections (Masseti and Schakel, 2011). Rather, non-statewide party 

strength seems to be related to the party in national government. The highest national vote 

shares may be observed for the 2000 and 2004 elections and this coincides with PP 

government. When the socialist party came back to power in 2008, non-statewide parties lost 

electoral support in national and regional elections.  

 

(Insert Figure 11.9 here) 

 

The difference in strength for the non-statewide parties between the historical regions (mainly 

the Basque Country and Catalonia) and the non-historical regions is a clear indication of the 

significance of territorial cleavages as one of the major explanatory variables for 

heterogeneity in election behavior across the territory. 

 

11.6. Discussion 
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Are differences in election results across the Spanish regions a reflection of regionalized or 

nationalized political behavior? The answer to this question is inevitably tentative because we 

focused on aggregated electoral results. However, several conclusions can be derived on the 

basis of the available data. 

Our results indicate that the second-order election model can be successfully applied to 

regional election results. However, the extent to which the second-order election model can 

explain regional election behavior depends on several contextual and institutional variables.  

One of the institutions which impacts heavily on the regional electoral arena and contributes 

to nationalization is the simultaneity of elections. Regional turnout increases significantly 

when regional elections are held simultaneous with national or local elections and with other 

regional elections. Simultaneity of regional and local elections is present for 13 out of 17 

Spanish regions. An additional effect, however, is that vertical and horizontal simultaneity 

tends to contaminate the regional electoral arena with the national agenda. This means that 

voters tend to ‘punish’ the party in central government and, indeed, the national incumbent 

loses vote share in all the Spanish regions. Contrary to the second-order election model, the 

biggest losses do not occur at mid-term but rather at the end of the term.  

A surprising result is that the level of decentralization does not contribute to an increased 

regionalization of regional elections. There are no relevant differences in turnout, in electoral 

strength of non-statewide parties, in the extent to which national incumbents are punished, in 

the extent of dual voting, or in government congruence before and after regional reform and 

fiscal decentralization. Despite the fact that Spanish regional governments have gained 

influence over decision-making in important policy domains such as education and health, 

and have obtained control of more than 40 per cent of total public spending (twice the level of 

the 1980s and 1990s), territorial heterogeneity of the vote has remained, more or less, 

constant. Differences in the vote between historical and non-historical regions continue to 
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exist and even increased a bit over time. Therefore, regional identities and territorial cleavages 

are the main factors which explain different behavior of Spanish citizens in regional elections. 

In regional elections held in areas with distinctive territorial identities, for example Catalonia 

or the Basque Country, voters are more likely to disconnect themselves from the national 

arena and make different vote choices in the sub-state context. If we observe the patterns in 

the aggregate election data of the 1980-2011 period, we see that the impact of authority and 

fiscal decentralization on electoral competition is less than the effect of historical and 

territorial cleavages. At the start of democracy, the two main historical regions, Catalonia and 

the Basque country, characterized by the presence of linguistic, cultural and historical 

specificities, were substantially different from the non-historical regions. After 30 years of 

autonomy, the Basque Country and Catalonia continue to be the most distinct regions as is 

evidenced by, for example, the strength of non-statewide parties which obtain about half of 

the votes whereas the vote share for the Popular Party does not reach higher than 20 per cent. 

The strong ethno-linguistic specificities of these historical regions determined the territorial 

model of Spanish democracy. It was designed to accommodate the historical demands for 

self-government in Catalonia, the Basque Country and to a lesser degree, Galicia. The 

tendency to equalize competencies at the maximum level in all the regions has not neutralized 

the relevance of the territorial cleavage as a decisive factor in understanding the meaning of 

regional elections in Spain.  

In this chapter we have presented the party factor as a political variable that can increase 

second-order election effects and the nationalization of regional elections. The aggregate data 

show that regional turnout and dual voting are lower in the regions where the Popular Party is 

the dominant party. The Popular Party, following their centralist tradition, uses regional 

elections to achieve national power and thereby contribute to the degradation of the relevance 

of regional institutions. The nationalization effect of the PP can also be shown by comparing 
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the framework programs of two main Spanish statewide parties, PSOE and PP, in the last 

regional elections of 2011. The framework program67 of the PSOE deals with three types of 

territorial interrelations: 28 per cent of the sentences referred to the decentralized status quo 

(that is, to references about what the regions do or could do with the competencies at their 

disposal); another 25 per cent of the sentences were dedicated to the state level (that is, 

references from the point of view of the central government, concerning policy priorities or 

references to what the PSOE thinks are the state’s responsibilities and the state’s prerogatives 

in connection to the State of the Autonomies); finally, the largest saliency in the PSOE’s 

regional framework program, 36 per cent, was devoted to sentences that convey ideas about 

cooperation and coordination between the regions and between the regions and the state. In 

sum, the PSOE’s framework program territorialized the electoral campaign, focusing on 

regional issues and on ways of making the State of the Autonomies more coordinated and 

cooperative. The majority of the space was dedicated to discussing what the party was going 

to do if elected with the competencies that were already at the disposal of the regional 

administrations.  

In contrast, the PP’s regional framework program was so overwhelmingly concentrated on the 

statewide level that it is difficult to see how it could have been written as a framework for 

regional elections: 80 per cent of all sentences referred to the statewide level of 

administration, not to the regional ones. The word ‘Spain’ was omnipresent in the framework 

program. Again, this fits well with what we know from the electoral campaign of the parties. 

The PP tries to nationalize/centralize the campaign in order to win and take as much regional 

 
67Data from Gómez, Braulio; Sonia Alonso and Laura Cabeza (2012). Regional Manifestos 

Project [CSO2009-11241]. R&D&i National Plan, Ministry of Economy and 

Competitiveness, Government of Spain. 
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power away from the PSOE as possible (this strategy led to electoral success for the PP in 

1995 and 2011). For the PP, such a victory would be a prelude to the victory that really 

matters, the next general elections. The PP wants campaigns to be focused on the national 

government, even if the elections are for the regional and local levels of government. When 

the PSOE is in national government, the campaigns of the PP aim to induce voters to punish 

the national government using regional elections to cast a ‘sanction vote’. Horizontal and 

vertical simultaneous regional elections assist the Popular Party’s strategy of nationalization. 
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Spain: The persistence of territorial cleavages and centralism of the Popular Party 

 

Figure 11.1. Congruence between the national and regional vote (Historic regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.2. Congruence between the national and regional vote (Non-historic regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.3. Turnout in regional and national elections (Historic regions) 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.4. Turnout in regional and national elections (Non-historic regions) 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.5. Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

(Historic regions) 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.6. Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

(Non-historic regions) 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.7. Congruence between national and regional governments (Historic and Non-

historic regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 

 

  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

C
on

gr
ue

nc
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

re
gi

on
al

 
an

d 
na

tio
na

l g
ov

er
nm

en
ts

 (%
)

Historic
Non-historic



 319 

Figure 11.8. Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections (Historic regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Figure 11.9. Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections (Non-historic 

regions) 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and 

national elections. More details can be found in the Spanish country excel file. 
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Table 11.1: Popularity of the national incumbent and share vote loss (1983-2011). 

 

 Election 
year 

Days after 
the national 

election 

Popularity National 
Incumbent (0-10) 

National 
Incumbent 

Vote share 
loss 

Lowest 2011 1169 3.6 PSOE -17.3 

 2003 1169 3.99 PP -6.1 

 1995 721 4.6 PSOE -10.2 

 1999 1197 4.9 PP -6.2 

Highest 2007 1169 5.12 PSOE -7.1 

 1987 353 5.8 PSOE -6.6 

 1983 192 6 PSOE -1.1 

 1991 574 6.1 PSOE -0.1 
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Sweden: from mid-term county council elections to concurrent elections68 

Linda Berg 

Henrik Oscarsson 

 

12.1. Introduction 

 

Sweden has traditionally been characterized by a high degree of centralization, although the 

municipalities have a long tradition of self-government and are relatively large and 

independent by international comparison, especially after the municipal mergers in the post-

war period (Norén Bretzer, 2010). By comparison, the regional level in Sweden is sometimes 

referred to as a 'regional mess' (Stegman McCallion, 2008). This is because Sweden has a 

more complex regional political-administrative situation compared to most other European 

countries, with different regional organizations and reforms (Loughlin et al., 2011). The 

directly elected regional level is the county council (landsting) which is mainly responsible 

for healthcare. 

Perhaps not so surprisingly then, very little research has been done specifically on regional 

elections in Sweden, although studies of the 2011 re-election in the Västra Götaland region 

provide a recent exception (Berg and Oscarsson, 2012). Election studies have otherwise been 

conducted by the Swedish National Election Studies Program since 1954.69 Because elections 

 
68 The authors wish to thank Jacob Severin for excellent assistance in gathering and processing 

archive data on county council elections before 1970, and the Swedish Institute for Election 

Studies and the SOM (Society, Opinion and Media) Institute at the University of Gothenburg 

for support. 

69 See the webpage for more information: http://www.valforskning.pol.gu.se/english/ 
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to all political levels in Sweden (apart from the European Parliament elections) take place on 

the same day since 1970, county council elections have been incorporated into the general 

Swedish Election Studies. Most scholarly attention, however, has been devoted to national 

elections (for example Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2004; Oscarsson and Holmberg, 2008, 2011) 

and to a lesser extent municipal elections (Johansson, 2010; Karlsson, 2012).  

Nevertheless, there is a lot of research since the 1990s in Sweden about regional reforms and 

regionalization processes (Stegman McCallion, 2008; Nilsson, 2010; Herrschel and Tallberg, 

2011). However, this research tends to focus more on the motivations and consequences of 

regional reform and devolution than on elections – or to be case studies of a single region. 

Hence, to assess all Swedish county council elections since the Second World War up until 

today is an important contribution of this chapter. 

 

12.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

The Swedish regional political tier has been considered very weak, with various regional 

units. Chronologically the first unit is the province (landskap). The 25 provinces are historical 

and cultural regions with no political or administrative function today. Some of them were 

political subdivisions of Sweden until 1634 and they remain historical legacies and means of 

cultural identification (Nordstrom, 2002). 

More important today are the Swedish counties (län) which date back to 1634 when Axel 

Oxenstierna, who was Lord High Chancellor of Sweden and a confidant of Gustavus 

Adolphus and Queen Christina, laid the foundations of Swedish central government 

administration. The counties constitute the territorial state division, each assigned a state 

agency in the form of the County Administrative Board (länsstyrelse) subordinated to the 

cabinet government and led by a Governor who is appointed for a term of six years. Its main 
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responsibility is to coordinate the development of the county in line with goals set in national 

politics.  

However, there is a parallel regional-political organization in each county, referred to as 

‘landsting’ and the regional assembly is called County Council (landstingsfullmäktige). The 

County councils were established 1862 and are policy-making assemblies directly elected by 

the residents of the county. The exception is the Baltic island Gotland, which constitutes its 

own municipality but the council is responsible for county council tasks too (Stegman 

McCallion, 2008). Apart from Gotland, the smallest number of inhabitants is found in 

Blekinge with just over 150,000, whereas Stockholm county council is the largest, with over 

two million. The regional authority of the county councils is comparatively weak, as seen in 

table 1.1 in the introduction. However, the fiscal power is strong, as seen in table 1.2. The 

Swedish income tax varies around 32 per cent, of which the county councils usually collect 

slightly over ten per cent, and the municipalities the rest. Only high income earners pay 

additional state income tax. This provides unusual fiscal power to the sub-state levels, 

although there are limitations concerning how much the tax levels can fluctuate. 

The structure of directly elected assemblies in Sweden may appear deceptively simple with 20 

county councils (landstingsfullmäktige) and then 290 municipalities with their own councils 

(kommunfullmäktige). But the situation is more complex. First, there is no hierarchical 

relation between these two units. Instead county councils and municipality councils are 

responsible for different functions, as defined by the Local Government Act from 1992. The 

municipalities are responsible for the daily service and care of its citizens (such as schools and 

elderly care) and their immediate environment, whereas the county councils’ main task is 

healthcare. Since January 1st, 2011 the Instrument of Government simply states that 

municipalities in Sweden are available at both local and regional level, the word county 

council is no longer mentioned (Nergelius, 2011).  
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Second, among the 20 county councils two are special and created on the 1st January 1999 as 

a result of a regional experimental reform decision in 1996. Region Skåne, with Malmö as its 

main center, was formed by the merger of two previous county councils, and the Västra 

Götaland region, with Gothenburg (Göteborg) as its main center, was formed by the merger 

of three previous county councils. The counties (the state agencies) merged already in 1997 

(Skåne) and 1998 (Västra Götaland), but the merger of the regional-political assemblies took 

a bit longer (Stegman McCallion, 2008). The first elections to these two assemblies were held 

together with the common elections in September 1998. In addition to territorial enlargement, 

the reform also included devolution of the responsibility for regional development issues from 

the state agencies (the County Administrative Boards) to the regions. Since 2010 this reform 

is permanent and has been expanded to also include devolution of regional development 

issues to the assemblies of Gotland and Halland, albeit without any territorial changes 

(Nilsson, 2011). An alternative option was for the municipalities and the County Council in a 

county to form a joint regional association (kommunalt samverkansorgan) with indirectly 

appointed representatives by the municipalities and the county council. Some parts of the 

regional development responsibility were devolved from the County Administrative Boards to 

these regional associations (Stegman McCallion, 2008). Counties introducing this model have 

called themselves ‘region’, adding to the confusion as there are no direct elections to these 

joint regional associations. Another special regional unit is the Sami Parliament.70 

 
70 The Sami Parliament was established in 1993 as a publicly elected body and a state authority. 

Its task is to achieve a living Sami culture, but it has a consultative role rather than being a body 

for self-government. The 31 representatives who meet three times a year are elected every four 

years by Samis entitled to vote. The Sami Parliament's operations are controlled by the Swedish 

Parliament and the government (Sápmi, 2009). 
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Parallel to these developments in the early 2000s the then social democratic Government set 

up a Committee on Public Sector Responsibilities (Ansvarskommittén) to investigate the 

future division of competences and regional reform in Sweden. The Committee's final report 

in 2007 suggested that the county councils should be replaced by six to nine larger regions 

with a similar political structure as in Skåne and Västra Götaland. Government change and 

criticisms concerning some proposed splits and mergers put the process on hold for a couple 

of years (Stegman McCallion, 2008). In 2010 the government expressed an intention that 

regional reform may be implemented by 2015, although the planned schedule for this process 

has not been kept (Nilsson, 2011).  

Turning more specifically to the issue of elections in Sweden, a proportional election system 

was introduced in 1909 and self-supporting men over 24 years old were allowed to vote. 

Universal suffrage was introduced 1919 for men and 1921 for women (Esaiasson, 1990). The 

first county council elections were held in 1912 and municipal elections in 1919. Elections at 

different political levels were at this time held vertically separately, but horizontally 

simultaneously. In 1917 the question of coordinating the election days for all three levels was 

debated for the first time in the lower house of parliament, a debate that would continue for 

most of the 20th century (Kjellgren, 2001).  

Following gradual reforms, in 1942 the third Sunday in September became the reserved day 

for all elections. It was still not a common election day as elections took place in different 

years. The national elections were held every fourth year in September. Also every fourth 

year, but halfway through the national election cycle, all local and county council elections 

took place horizontally and vertically simultaneously. During this time the elections to the 

county councils mattered for statewide politics as the county councils elected their 

representatives in the upper house. This system was stable until 1968 when the decision was 

made to change the constitution and introduce a single-chamber parliament and a common 
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election day for all elections. This system was in place for the 1970 election and onwards. 

Since 1994, these joint elections take place once every four years after a period of three-year 

terms of office from 1970 to 1994 (Oscarsson, 2001). The common election day was seen as a 

compromise and a way to keep the connection to the local governments for especially the 

Social democratic party as they were stronger at the local and regional level and concerned 

about losing this tie (Kjellgren, 2001). 

The Swedish election system is proportional for all political tiers, including the European 

Parliament elections (since 1995). Voting is not compulsory. The election area is divided into 

29 constituencies, which in turn are divided into districts. Adjustment seats are used in the 

parliamentary and county council elections in order to improve the proportionality. The 

national parliament has 349 seats. The number of seats in the county councils varies with 

population size, from 149 in Stockholm, Västra Götaland and Skåne, to 45 in Kronoberg. The 

executive boards of the county councils usually consist of representatives of all parties in each 

council, although some smaller parties may not be represented. There is still a political 

majority influencing the decisions, but in contrast to the national government, the opposition 

parties are also members of the executive boards.  

The right to vote in national elections is enjoyed by Swedish citizens over 18 years old. The 

same rule applies for elections to county and municipal councils (by citizens registered to live 

in the area). Nordic and EU-citizens have the right to vote in sub-state elections if they hold 

residency, as have other foreign citizens if they have been registered continuously as residents 

for three years up until the election. The threshold for parties to enter into the national 

parliament is four per cent (or more than 12 per cent in one constituency). The threshold for 

county council elections is three per cent. 

In sum, local, regional and national elections are since 1970 held horizontally and vertically 

simultaneously. Sweden thus provides a unique opportunity to assess the effects of various 
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variables on election behavior presented in the introduction of the book. Regarding electoral 

timing, the Swedish case offers the possibility to compare the situation before 1970 when 

regional elections were held at mid-term of the national election cycle, to the situation after 

1970 when the elections have been held simultaneously. As for regional authority, the 

regional tier in Sweden has traditionally been weak, although we have witnessed some 

increased authority with regional reform experiments, especially in the case of the two regions 

of Västra Götaland and Skåne. The electoral system is proportional for all tiers. However, the 

county councils elected their representatives in the upper chamber of parliament before 1970, 

again offering a comparison before and after this reform.  

Turning to the question of territorial cleavages, it is mainly the historical region of Skåne that 

has a culturally distinct regional identity and where we find some examples of regionalist 

parties. The northernmost parts of Sweden also have a historical distinctness, including the 

use of a different language (Sami or Finish) by parts of the population. However, until now 

parties advocating increased autonomy there have been less electorally successful. Instead, 

geographical differences are mainly reflected in differences in left-right voting patterns, 

where the north of Sweden usually votes more to the left, and Stockholm and the south vote 

more to the right (Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2004). A similar geographical pattern can also be 

found regarding attitudes towards the EU, where the most positive attitudes are found in the 

Skåne region and the least positive in the North (Berg and Lindahl, 2011). 

 

12.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

As presented in the introduction, a common way to investigate the connection between 

regional and national elections is to investigate the congruence of the vote. Schakel (2013) has 

proposed to compare election results over time from both national and provincial elections in 
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three ways. The first, party system congruence, examines the match between the national 

party system and the regional party system by comparing the nationwide national elections 

(NN) with the regional elections in the regions (RR). Another measurement is labeled 

electorate congruence and compares the nationwide results of the national election (NN) with 

the national election results in each region (NR). The third, election congruence, keeps the 

electorate constant and compares how the electorate voted in national elections (NR) and in 

the regional elections (RR). The idea of relating all these three measures is to simultaneously 

be able to compare the election results and various electorates.  

Since the conditions for elections to the various levels have changed over time in Sweden, 

before and after 1970, it is possible to investigate if there is more or less congruence between 

regional and national election results before and after the change. 

 

[Figure 12.1 about here] 

 

Figure 12.1 displays congruence of the vote according to the three operationalizations. First, 

most variation across time can be found for party system congruence (NN-RR). An 

explanation for the peak in 1956 is that the Agrarian party (Bondeförbundet) left the coalition 

with the Social Democrats, causing a new election to be held in 1958. The next peak appears 

for the election of 1991 when a new party called New Democracy (Ny Demokrati) entered the 

national parliament, but had weak representation at county level (and then failed to be re-

elected). The third peak in 2010 can similarly be understood in relation to another new party, 

the so called the Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna) entering the national parliament, 

while having a weaker and fragmented representation at the regional level. They got more 

than eight per cent of the votes in southern regions like Skåne and Blekinge, but only around 

two per cent in the northern regions. 
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Second, we can see that the electorate congruence has remained fairly stable around ten per 

cent since World War II (NN-NR). This result is consistent with other studies indicating that 

Swedes are geographically and regionally divided in terms of party preference; greatest 

support for left-wing parties is found in the north, whilst people in southern Sweden and 

Stockholm vote for the right. 

The bottom line in figure 12.1 shows the least amount of deviation, which is not surprising as 

it maps election congruence (NR-RR). However, it is noticeable that the congruence varied 

more in the period before 1970, when elections to the county councils were not held the same 

year as elections to the national parliament. After 1970 and until the mid-1980s, the high 

congruence is striking, with only a few per cent deviation between regional and national 

elections. During this period, the majority of people voted for the same party in both national 

and regional elections.  

As new parties have emerged from the mid-1980s and entered the national parliament, such as 

the Green Party (Miljöpartiet), New Democracy and the Sweden Democrats, the deviations 

have increased slightly. Furthermore, this increase may also be explained by other new parties 

trying (but failing) to enter the national parliament but succeeding regionally, as well as non-

statewide parties running only for regional elections. In addition, the number of voters who 

split their vote between regional and national elections in Sweden has increased between 1970 

and 2010, from four to 21 per cent, according to the Swedish Election Studies (Oscarsson, 

2010; see figure 12.2). 

 

[Figure 12.2 about here] 

 

12.4. Second-order election effects 
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According to the second-order election model turnout should be lower for second-order 

elections, such as regional elections, especially when elections are not held at the same day. In 

Sweden, this phenomena is noticeable for turnout in European Parliament elections, which 

has been around 40 per cent, about half of the ‘normal’ level of turnout in Swedish elections 

which hovers around 80 per cent. The decreasing trend was interrupted in the 2009 election, 

partly as a result of the mobilizing effect of the new ‘Pirate party’, addressing the issue of 

Internet-downloading and control (Erlingsson and Persson, 2011). As turnout is expected to 

be lower as a result of voters’ perception that there is less at stake, it is logical for an issue like 

this, clearly related to decisions in that parliament, to have a mobilizing effect among 

especially youngsters who otherwise are less prone to vote.  

In Sweden it is useful to apply a longer historical perspective, allowing for comparisons with 

the time period up to 1970 when regional and national elections were still held in different 

years. With four year cycles for national and regional elections, Swedes voted in September 

every two years, alternately to the national parliament and the regional and local assemblies. 

This was an optimal setting for mid-term election effects.  

Figure 12.3 presents turnout figures for national and regional elections in Sweden over time. 

The pattern provides, at least to some extent, evidence of second-order election effects. 

Turnout was generally slightly lower, for national as well as regional elections, before the 

1970 common election day reform. However, even during the decades of separate elections, 

turnout was more or less the same for regional and national elections, with just slightly lower 

regional turnout. After 1970 and the common election day, turnout peaked for both regional 

and parliament elections, reaching about 90 per cent during the 1970s and early 1980s. After 

1985, turnout declined somewhat for both types of elections, albeit slightly more noticeable 

for the county council elections, coinciding with the introduction of the right to vote for 

foreigners who participate less. During the last two elections, we see again higher turnout 
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figures for both regional and national elections. Moreover, there is very little variation 

geographically, as turnout is high for regional and national elections across all counties. 

Geographical variation in turnout exists, but is to be found more locally. When electoral 

districts are compared; turnout is generally lower in for example deprived areas in some 

suburbs of the bigger cities (Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2004). 

 

[Figure 12.3 about here] 

 

Overall, we find only little support for the second-order election model since turnout for 

regional elections is not substantially lower for regional elections, not even for the period 

1944-1966 when regional and national elections were held in different years. However, high 

regional turnout can still be understood as a nationalization effect as the county council 

elections had direct relevance for the distribution of seats in the upper house of parliament.  

A unique opportunity to test of the second-order election model in the post-1970 system 

appeared on February 11, 2011, when the Swedish Electoral Review Board 

(Valprövningsnämnden) announced that the elections to the Västra Götaland county council – 

originally held in September 2010 – had to be repeated since it was likely that the outcome of 

the election was affected by reported flaws. A record number of complaints about 

irregularities had been reported. There were faulty votes that had been counted and votes that 

never got counted, among them 16 Centre Party votes. The re-election took place on May 10, 

2011. The turnout was a record low for Swedish county council elections (44.1 per cent 

compared to the original 80.6 per cent eight month earlier). The campaigning and media 

attention was meager, clearly in line with second-order election expectations. Hence this re-

election does give some support to the expectation of lower turnout for regional elections if 
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the election days were to be separated within the current Swedish electoral system (Berg and 

Oscarsson, 2012). 

However, despite the low turnout in the re-election, the outcome in terms of party support was 

almost identical to the original distribution of votes, which clearly contradicts second-order 

election theory. The main difference was that the Social Democrats gained almost two per 

cent of the vote shares, whereas the main government party (Moderaterna) lost the same 

amount. Two small parties also increased their vote shares by one or two per cent, while 

another small party, the regional healthcare party (Sjukvårdspartiet) lost as much and thereby 

lost its representation in the regional council (Berg and Oscarsson, 2012). Another 

contradictory observation is that the party campaigns focused on regional issues (mainly 

healthcare) and not on national politics. But voters had problems to distinguish between the 

political alternatives as they all advocated improvements in healthcare. An alternative 

explanation for the similarity in outcome might be that some voters interpreted the word re-

election literally and hence casted the same vote as eight months before.  

All in all, the almost identical result in terms of outcome is a clear contradiction to the 

second-order election theory, as the theoretical expectation is that the government party lose 

vote share while opposition and small parties gain in vote share. Taking the longer historical 

perspective, Sweden provides an exceptional opportunity to test this expectation because 

before 1970 regional elections have been scheduled precisely at mid-term of the national 

election cycle. After the reform of 1970 all elections have been held at the same day. Figure 

12.4 displays anti-government and pro-opposition swings for the whole time period. 

 

[Figure 12.4 about here] 
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We can observe that vote share swings are larger for the period before 1970 than for elections 

held after 1970. However, the vote share swings do not reflect the typical second-order 

election pattern as government parties did not always lose vote share. Instead, we can see a 

mix of gains and losses for both government and opposition parties. One part of the 

explanation for this may be that often almost all parties are in included in the regional 

government, as voters may have difficulties to identify who is in power or not. The largest 

vote share swing is related to the political turmoil of 1956 when the Agrarian party left the 

government coalition with the Social Democrats, and a re-election was held. The subsequent 

county council election of 1958 led to increased support for the ruling Social Democrats, and 

losses for the opposition parties. In fact, during the period before 1970 – when regional 

elections were held separately and mid-term – the government party consistently increased 

their vote shares in the subsequent regional elections. This overall tendency is reversed to the 

theoretical expectation and should probably be understood in relation to the unique context of 

the Swedish post-war ‘golden years’ economic growth and large scale welfare expansion, in 

addition to the fact that county council votes mattered for the distribution of seats in the upper 

chamber of the parliament. 

The only clear example of government loss before 1970 occurred in the regional elections of 

1966. This loss of vote share is explainable in the light of one of the most renowned events in 

Swedish political history when the then prime minister of Sweden, Tage Erlander, was 

interrogated on TV by a trio of young journalists. This was at the peak of public discontent 

with the housing situation, and there was a serious need for new houses to be built across the 

country. But when asked about what advice he could offer to a newly married couple looking 

for a place to live, the prime minister had no other answer than for them to be put on the 

waiting list, which caused a major debate, and a loss of votes in the next (regional) election. 
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Hence, specific incidents and broader political circumstances seem to matter for the extent of 

second-order effects. 

In the period after 1970, following the introduction of a common election day, the overall vote 

swings are generally smaller, the government parties more often lose vote shares in the 

regional elections, and the standard deviations indicate more vote variation across counties. 

These results are more difficult to interpret in the lines of second-order election effects as the 

votes are cast simultaneously to all three tiers. The most noticeable vote share swing in this 

later period is the 1991 election, when the party New Democracy (Ny Demokrati) entered the 

national parliament and supported the center-right coalition that formed the new minority 

government. But the New Democracy party had virtually no campaigning or candidates at the 

regional level, and instead all the government parties performed better overall in the county 

council elections compared to the national elections. From the mid-1990s government and 

opposition parties alike tend to lose vote shares in the county council elections. This can most 

likely be explained by the increased votes for non-statewide parties (see below) that do not 

run for national elections. The higher standard deviations during this period support this 

interpretation, as these parties are unevenly distributed across regions. In addition, other new 

parties aiming for the national parliament, such as the Sweden Democrats, may to a varying 

degree choose to campaign (or be successful) in regional elections. Hence, vote share changes 

can better be explained by the electoral supply rather than second-order election effects. 

 

12.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

Before turning to the aspect of non-statewide parties, we will address the overall issue of 

government congruence, which tends to be low in Sweden. The party or parties that form the 

national government have traditionally not been forming the ‘regional governments’, that is, 
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the county council boards (landstingsstyrelse) in Sweden. This is due to the tradition of 

county council boards to be composed of a coalition of most (if not all) of the parties in the 

council, whereas the national government either has consisted of one party (the Social 

Democrats, usually as a minority government), or an alliance of a few parties (as the present 

center-right government). An implication of this tradition is a tendency for consensus politics 

and difficulties for voters to distinguish between the various parties’ programs for county 

council elections. Furthermore, county council members, including the regional party leaders, 

tend to be unknown to their voters (Berg and Oscarsson, 2012). 

 

[Figure 12.5 about here] 

 

In figure 12.5 it is thus noticeable that during the one time Sweden did have a coalition 

government composed of all parties (except the communists), that is, the war-time coalition 

after the 1944 election, we do see more congruence, or less deviations (less than 15 per cent). 

The deviations otherwise hover around 30 per cent during most of the time period, although 

there has been a slow increase from 25 to almost 35 per cent the last election. This can again 

be understood in terms of electoral supply, as non-statewide parties have joined the county 

council boards in some counties. Moreover, the government parties have varying degree of 

support throughout the country, leading to variations in inclusion and strengths in the county 

council boards. This is also reflected by the relatively high standard deviations indicating that 

government congruence vary a lot across the counties.  

Turning specifically to the electoral success of non-statewide parties, it should be stressed that 

there are few examples of typically regionalist parties in Sweden, that is, parties aiming for 

regional independence. Instead the concept of non-statewide party is suitable as it 

encompasses for example the regional healthcare parties existing in some of the counties. The 
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health care parties are single issue-parties which are regionally based because of the regional 

division of healthcare responsibility in Sweden. During the past two decades, some of these 

parties have been relatively successful in county councils elections, but none of them run for 

national elections. One example is the healthcare party in the county of Värmland 

(Sjukvårdspartiet i Värmland), that got just a few percentage units short of twenty per cent in 

the county election of 2002. The party was established in 2001 as a reaction to the established 

parties’ policies in the county, especially the issue of centralization of healthcare services to 

the hospital in the largest city of the county. Similar stories apply to most other healthcare 

parties such as those as in Västernorrland and Västra Götaland.  

Among the few typical regionalist parties are the Scania Party (Skånepartiet) in the south, and 

the North Sweden party (Norrlandspartiet). These regionalist parties are established in 

peripheral areas and generally not very successful in elections. The most renown is the Scania 

Party which was established in 1979. The party originally focused on the issue of self-

government for Skåne, advocating full independence as a republic. Later the position was 

altered to demand devolution within the Swedish state, although lately it has again been 

advocating full sovereignty. The party started criticizing the immigration policy in the mid-

1980s, and re-focused by critiquing Islam in the 2000s. Its electorate has shrunk during the 

same time and it has no longer any council representation at all, after also losing their last 

local seats in the 2006 elections. Even at its electoral peak, it only had independent 

representation in some municipality councils, especially in Malmö. In the first election to the 

new regional assembly in Region Skåne 1998, Skånepartiet participated in a party alliance 

(Skånes väl) consisting of several smaller local or regional parties in the region. This alliance 

gained just over four per cent of the votes, which gave them six seats in the new regional 

assembly. After internal problems, Skånes väl failed to gain seats in the 2002 election, and in 

2006 they decided to support the Sweden Democrats instead. The other example of a 
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regionalist party, the small North Sweden party (Norrlandspartiet) aims to unite the five 

northernmost counties of Sweden in order to create one big and independent region. So far it 

has not had any electoral success, neither regionally nor nationally. The variation is much 

larger at the municipal levels, where a variety of local parties exist that are very electorally 

successful in some municipalities. 

Finally, there are also some examples of new parties, most notably the Sweden Democrats, 

which use the local and regional elections as a way of getting a platform for their continuous 

mobilization for national electoral success. The Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna) 

was created in 1988, and describes itself as a democratic, nationalistic and social-conservative 

party. The party platform is based on issues of restrictive asylum- and immigration policies, 

crime prevention and opposition to EU supra-nationalism. Rydgren (2005) has described the 

party as xenophobic and right-wing populist. In 1994 the party got a couple of seats in three 

municipalities, but lost in the next election and had internal problems. Following new 

mobilization, in 2005 the new party leader changed the previous party symbol, a blue and 

yellow torch to a blue anemone to represent the fundamental changes he claimed the party had 

undergone (Sverigedemokraterna, 2006). In the national election 2006 the party got 2.93 per 

cent of the votes, an increase but still below the four per cent parliament threshold. However, 

they got 16 county council seats and 281 municipal seats the same year, in some 

municipalities reaching over twenty per cent of the votes. In the national elections of 2010 the 

party got 5.7 per cent of the votes and 20 of 349 seats in the Swedish parliament. The county 

council average was 4.6 per cent, but large variation across counties with almost ten per cent 

in the southernmost counties and less than two per cent in the northernmost counties. 

In sum, apart from attempts to use the local and regional elections as stepping-stones towards 

national electoral success, the party mobilization at the regional level in Sweden can be 

categorized as two-fold. On the one hand there are some minor regionalist attempts in Skåne 
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and Norrland, with at best temporary electoral success in regional and local elections (and 

none in national elections). On the other hand there are the so-called healthcare parties, 

becoming relatively electorally successful, at least in some counties. None of these parties has 

so far succeeded, or even attempted to run at the national level. In fact, looking at the larger 

picture there is an increasing number of both local and regional parties in Sweden, but very 

few of them have a regionalist agenda. Instead, they tend to be single issue parties aiming to 

improve what they consider to be a failure of existing (national) parties in taking care of local 

or regional politics. Hence, the increasing success of these non-statewide parties adds to the 

importance of electoral supply, and voters choosing the party they believe most suitable to 

handle the responsibilities at hand at a given political tier. 

 

12.6. Discussion 

 

The main watershed concerning elections to the Swedish county councils is the change of the 

electoral system in 1970; from a bicameral parliament and mid-term county council elections, 

into the current unicameral parliament with a common election day for all elections and recent 

regional reforms. Hence, Sweden represents a special case to assess the aspects of regional 

election behavior presented in the introduction of this book. The results of this chapter give 

some support of nationalization effects, but also contradict the second-order election model in 

several ways.  

An example of contradictory results is that despite an optimum setting for mid-term elections 

before 1970, turnout was high and government parties did not experience vote share losses. 

On the contrary, the governing Social Democratic party continuously gained support in each 

county council election up until 1966. This may be partly explained by the relevance of 

county council elections for national politics – county councils elected the upper chamber 
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representatives – and hence another form of nationalization instead of second-order effects, in 

the context of favorable economic conditions and the welfare state expansions in the decades 

after the Second World War.  

After 1970 the common election day should lead to nationalized voting behavior for regional 

and local elections. In the 1970s and early 1980s, we see some initial support for such a 

nationalization, as firstly turnout increased and the government and opposition vote share 

losses and gains decreased somewhat. However, from the late 1980s, government parties 

more often experience vote share losses in county council elections, turnout varies somewhat 

more and the individual-level survey data shows that ticket-split voting has increased – 

despite the common election day.  

The regional authority index in table 1.1 indicates a rather low authority for Swedish county 

councils, although the fiscal power is comparatively strong and sub-state self-government and 

voting has a long tradition. The creation of the two larger regions of Västra Götaland and 

Skåne in 1999, including the devolution of regional development responsibilities, introduced a 

limited regional asymmetry in Sweden. However, election results for these two regions do not 

differ significantly from elections held in other counties. If anything, congruence of the vote 

deviates slightly less from the regional average and turnout is just below the average. 

Probably the power asymmetry between the regions and counties is negligible and not 

noticeable to the voters, given the dominance of the healthcare responsibilities. 

Instead it is the electoral supply that offers the most relevant explanation. New parties 

emerge, some using sub-state elections as stepping-stones which can be seen as 

nationalization, but more commonly they are single-issue parties only targeting one political 

level. There are two tendencies concerning non-statewide parties. First, there are some 

regionalist attempts in Skåne and Norrland with parties advocating autonomy, which fits the 

theoretical regionalization expectation. But these parties have had at best limited and 
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temporary electoral success in regional or local elections (and none in the national elections). 

Second, there are non-statewide healthcare parties that have been relatively electorally 

successful, at least in some county council elections. These parties are not advocating regional 

autonomy and may appear in any type of region or county. They are single issue parties 

aiming to improve what they consider to be a failure of existing (national) parties in taking 

care of (healthcare) policies in the county. This connects to an overall pattern in Sweden of 

new or small non-national parties competing on ideological grounds over the relevant issues 

at stake in local, regional and European Parliament elections, and thus not a reflection of 

second-order election effects as most non-statewide parties have a local or regional agenda. 
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Sweden: from mid-term county council elections to concurrent elections 

 

Figure 12.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Swedish country excel file. 
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Figure 12.2: Ticket Splitting in Sweden, comparing national votes with local and regional 

elections respectively (in per cent) 

 

Notes: The percentage base is defined as voters participating in parliamentary (Riksdag) and 

local elections (kommun) and in parliamentary and regional elections (landsting), 

respectively. Source: The Swedish National Election Studies. 
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Figure 12.3: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Swedish country excel file. 
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Figure 12.4: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Swedish country excel file. 
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Figure 12.5: Congruence between national and regional governments 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the Swedish country excel file. 
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Switzerland: Moving towards a nationalized party system 

Daniel Bochsler 

Fabio Wasserfallen 

 

13.1. Introduction* 

 

The saying goes that Switzerland does not have just one party system; rather, it has 26 (that is, 

one for each canton). Such a notion is certainly a bit exaggerated, and, as we will show below, 

clearly outdated. However, the 26 cantons cannot be disregarded when analyzing the creation 

of the party system in Switzerland. They have an exceptionally high level of importance in the 

political system of Switzerland; they exhibit far-reaching organizational and fiscal autonomy 

and account for a large share of the state fiscal revenue and expenditure. This is not only 

reflected in 26 different electoral systems for the cantonal elections, but it has also affected 

the structure of the national political parties, which were developing as loose federations of 

cantonal party branches. Previous research has outlined the important differences, but also 

attempted to categorize the party systems in the 26 cantons (Gruner, 1977; Vatter, 2002; 

Ladner, 2004). Armingeon (1998) and Bochsler and Sciarini (2006) have highlighted, 

however, the deepening integration of the Swiss party system and the increasing national 

electoral dynamics over the last two decades. 

 
* We are grateful for the excellent research assistance by Claudia Alpiger and for very helpful 

comments by the two editors. 
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This leads to the question whether cantonal elections in Switzerland should still be seen as 

local political events, or whether they increasingly reflect national political conjunctures. One 

typical conjuncture that to our knowledge has not been analyzed previously in the Swiss 

context is the second-order election approach. According to the second-order election model, 

voters are expected to support opposition parties in regional elections because they want to 

express their dissatisfaction with parties in federal government. The institutional peculiarities 

of the Swiss political system might explain why scholars employing the second-order election 

model have given Switzerland a wide berth. In Switzerland, the party with the largest 

electoral support simultaneously serves as the government and opposition role, while the 

people themselves also play the role of the opposition via the use institutions which enable 

direct democracy. Underlying this multifaceted distinction between government and 

opposition are two institutional features of the Swiss political system that stand out from other 

Western European countries: the all-party coalitions in the federal government and the very 

frequent practice of referenda at all levels. 

Indeed, the second-order election model mainly builds on empirical evidence from countries 

with single-party or minimal-winning government coalitions. Such a dynamic is unlikely in 

the Swiss case because of the frequent practice of direct democracy and the multiparty 

composition of the federal government. Given that all relevant parties are represented in the 

federal government, a real government-opposition dynamic cannot evolve. Referendums and 

popular initiatives rather than increased support for small parties seem to be the more 

consequential instruments for the electorate to express dissatisfaction with the government. 

These institutional and conceptual reservations in the Swiss case are seconded by important 

methodological coding challenges that will be discussed in depth in this chapter. With a 

heavily decentralized party system and no federal party registration, the identification of 

federal political parties is challenging. Furthermore, electoral data are missing for several 
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cantons, especially from the immediate post-war period. And – despite all credentials that 

Switzerland is an archetype of proportional representation – many electoral districts in federal 

parliamentary elections are very small, so that second-order election effects need to be 

distinguished from the effects of a restrictive electoral system. 

The present chapter shows that the party landscape has undergone a slight process of national 

homogenization in the last two decades, but this did not result in an absence of any second-

order election effects in cantonal elections. 

 

13.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

The cantons have far-reaching competences, and they have shown to be remarkably 

successful in defending their autonomy (Füglister and Wasserfallen, 2012). Besides the highly 

decentralized governance structure, direct democracy is the second main feature of Swiss 

politics. Direct democratic institution have transformed the federal and cantonal policy 

making structures into negotiation democracies with consociational governments, in which 

many major decisions are determined in direct democratic votes (Neidhart, 1970).  

The Swiss federal state was created in 1848 with the adoption of the federal constitution, 

which only transferred minimal competences to the Federation. From the very beginning, the 

constitutive rationale of the Swiss political system was not the idea of a Swiss nation state, but 

a decentralized, bottom-up political structure. This approach has shown to be exceptionally 

successful in integrating the diverse multi-linguistic and multicultural society of Switzerland 

(Linder, 2010). Since the creation of the Federation, the cantons have guarded far-reaching 

competences and autonomy, although the federal authorities have gained powers since WWII 
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(Vatter, 2007b; Kriesi, 1998; Kriesi and Trechsel, 2008). Nevertheless, politicians became 

concerned about increasing centralization. In the beginning of the 1990s, the cantons and the 

federal government launched a major reform process to disentangle the vertical allocation of 

power in order to attain the explicit goal of strengthening the federal structure according to the 

principle of subsidiarity (Dafflon, 2004). Eventually, they agreed on a new institutional set-up 

that reinforced the cantonal autonomy and aimed to foster inter-cantonal cooperation (Braun, 

2009; Füglister and Wasserfallen, 2012). The federal reform was implemented in 2008, after 

it was accepted by a clear majority of the people and the cantons. 

The cantons are decisive in many important policy fields. More specifically, the federal level 

is in charge of foreign affairs, national defense, the national economy, transport, 

infrastructure, and social security, while cantons are responsible, among other policy areas, 

for justice, education, health, and police. In addition to important policies the cantons also 

enjoy considerable tax autonomy. The prerogative to tax is in the hands of the cantons, which 

rely mostly on income and wealth taxes, and cantons collect more than 40 per cent of public 

revenue (Gilardi et al., 2012). The federal government, in contrast, only collects about a third 

of total public revenue. Apart from being responsible for a substantial share of public policies, 

the cantonal authorities are, due to a series of federal institutions, also critical actors in all 

stages of the federal policy cycle, from policy formulation to implementation (Vatter, 2007b). 

The basis of the decentralized federal structure of the Swiss polity is the allocation of 

competences to the cantons and the cantonal intervention power in the federal policy cycle. 

Noteworthy, however, is that many cantons, particularly those that are small and rural, do not 

have the resources to take full advantage of their autonomy. Indeed, the governance capacity 

of cantons varies substantially, although de jure cantons have equal rights. For example, the 

canton of Zurich has obviously more de facto power than the canton of Appenzell Inner-

Rhode, as the former has - just to illustrate the discrepancy - more civil servants than the 
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number of inhabitants in the latter. Furthermore, in case the cantons have opposing interests, 

their influence on the federal level might cancel out. To ensure that they can nonetheless 

effectively provide public goods and coordinate their stands vis-à-vis the Federation, the 

cantons coordinate in various forms. The cantons work institutionally together with so-called 

concordats (that is, treaties among cantons), and regularly hold inter-cantonal conferences 

(Bochsler, 2009) and horizontal cooperation has greatly increased during recent decades.  

Cantonal governments are elected by the people, while the federal government is elected by 

the legislator (Lutz and Strohmann, 1998). Majority vote constitutes the predominant election 

rule for cantonal governments. Only in the cantons of Ticino and Zug have the cantonal 

governments ever been elected according to proportional voting. Generally speaking, cantonal 

parliaments are weakly professionalized, and this gives the governments considerable power 

(Bochsler, Koller, Sciarini, Traimond, and Trippolini, 2004). Yet the specific electoral rules, 

the organization of the executive and the legislator, and the party political structure vary 

across and, within cantons, also over time. The government composition of cantons have 

changed substantively over time. The typical pattern can be summarized as follows: single-

party governments were first replaced by two-party coalitions before transforming into 

consociational multiparty governments (Vatter, 2007a).  

Although governments in most cantons are elected by majority voting, consociational 

multiparty governments are the rule, not the exception. Typically, the government 

composition just approximates proportional representation of the parties. Compared to their 

voter share, for example, the Free Democratic Party (FDP, ex-Radicals) and the Christian 

Democrats (CVP, ex-Conservatives) are somewhat overrepresented, while the National 

Conservatives (Swiss People's Party, SVP) is underrepresented in cantonal governments. 

However, such nationwide general statements should be taken with a grain of salt. The 

dynamics of government elections and party systems respond to specific cantonal 
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characteristics. Some cantons, such as the canton of Valais, still have a hegemonic party 

system, while others are politically organized as two-, three-, or multiple-party systems 

(Vatter, 2002; Ladner, 2004). Cantons are free to determine the timing of elections. While 

none of the cantonal elections are or have been held simultaneously with federal elections, 

some of them coincide with federal referenda. With exception of a few cantons in the French-

speaking part with a five-year legislative period (Fribourg, and since 2002 Vaud), they 

nowadays stick to the same four-year periods as the federal elections.71  

Each canton is permitted to choose its own electoral system for elections of the cantonal 

parliament. This leads to considerable heterogeneity in the electoral rules at the cantonal level. 

During the period in which the investigation for this research was conducted, most cantons 

that previously had majoritarian electoral rules had moved to proportional elections (Lutz & 

Strohmann, 1998) – but two cantons (that is, Appenzell Inner-Rhode and Grisons) still elect 

their parliament by majoritarian rules. Several other cantons use majoritarian rules in most 

(that is, Appenzell Outer-Rhode) or in some electoral districts (that is, Uri, Zug, Schwyz, and 

Basel-Stadt).72 The size of proportional districts varies widely, between 2 and 100 seats 

(Bochsler and Alpiger, 2011). Cantonal parliaments count between 49 and 180 seats (until 

2006: 200 seats); their size follows approximately the cube root of the cantonal population 

 
71 Historically, there were quite a few cantons with 3-year legislative period (Appenzell 

Ausserrhoden until 1999, Appenzell Innerrhoden until 1995, Basel-Stadt until 1956, Nidwald 

until 1958, St. Gallen until 1960, Thurgau until 1968, Glarus until 1974, Valais until 1957). 

Grisons moved 1991 from a two-year to a three-year periodicity, and 2006 to 4 years. 

72 Data collected according to the cantonal laws on political rights. Many thanks to Claudia 

Alpiger for her research assistance. 
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(Bochsler et al., 2004; Taagepera and Shugart, 1989). Very few cantons apart from this use 

legal thresholds of five per cent to ten per cent of the votes at the district level. 

As a consequence of this wide variance, the number of smaller parties that are competing for 

seats and votes varies considerably across and within cantons. Note that this occurrence 

correlates only partly with the variance of the district magnitude in federal elections; thus, in 

some cantons (for example, Grisons), federal elections are much more competitive than those 

that determine cantonal leadership, and vice-versa. If federal elections are organized in mid-

sized or large districts, small political parties can win a considerable number of votes – many 

more than in cantonal elections in small electoral districts. This might contribute to 

incongruence between the elections at the two levels. As in one small canton (that is, 

Schaffhausen), voting is mandatory, even in federal elections, and differences in turnout 

across cantons arise. 

The main features of the Swiss polity may have important implications for the applicability of 

the second-order election model, which is based on government-opposition dynamics and a 

dominant federal level. The Swiss case with its direct democratic institutions, consociational 

governance structures, and decentralized federal structure, points to some important 

limitations of the second-order election model, which will be discussed in detail in Section 

13.4. 

 

13.3. Congruence of the vote 

 

In the following we discuss the result of the three indicators by Schakel (2013) on congruence 

between regional and national elections for the Swiss case shown in Figure 13.1. After 
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discussing the findings, we will pay special attention to various coding challenges that 

illustrate the sensitivity of the analysis to institutional variation, electoral rules, and party 

classification. 

The difference between the federal and the regional party systems of Switzerland (NN-RR) 

measures the overall difference between the composition of the vote share distribution in 

federal elections and those contests that occur in each canton (that is, party system 

congruence). It is, hence, a composite indicator of two other measures: the regional 

homogeneity of the vote distribution (NR-RR), which is also addressed as election 

congruence, and the cross-level differences in the vote distribution between the federal and 

the cantonal elections in each canton (NN-NR), or electorate congruence. Overall, 

incongruence between federal and the regional party systems (NN-RR) is pronounced, 

averaging around 30 per cent points in the post-WW II period. Only in the 1990s does it begin 

to decline. The interpretation of this development is most meaningful if we rely on its 

composite two measures.  

 

[Figure 13.1 about here] 

 

Most importantly, the high but declining levels emerge from the territorial cleavages which 

structure the Swiss political landscape and the resulting low degree of party system 

nationalization (the NN-NR index measures heterogeneity in the electorate across the 26 

cantons). Until the 1970s, the divide between the Radicals and the Christian Democrats, 

which has defined the political struggles in Switzerland since its founding days in 1847-8, 

prevailed. Two parties primarily contribute to the considerable degree of electorate 

incongruence (or low degree of party system nationalization) that is reflected in the high NN-
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NR measure: the reach of the Swiss People’s Party (SVP) was limited to agricultural and 

smallholder milieus in a few protestant cantons, until it starts its transformation in the 1990s 

that was followed by an unprecedented increase in voter support. Conversely, one of the two 

parties with the longest history, the Christian People’s Party (CVP, ex-Conservatives) recruits 

its electorate in the Catholic, mainly rural and mountainous cantons. Their historical 

antagonists, the Free Democrats (FDP, ex-Radicals) have their strongholds in protestant 

cantons in the ‘Mittelland’ and in the French-speaking cantons, but they also represent the 

more liberal and secular part of the population in the Christian Democratic strongholds. 

Therefore, their electorates are a bit more nationalized – just as the Social Democrats (SP). 

The left-wing parties (that is, the SP and Green party) tend to be somewhat stronger in urban 

areas. Differences between urban and rural areas are modest, however, and the aggregation of 

electoral results at the cantonal level indeed only partly captures this conflict line (for 

example, most larger towns, notably, Zürich, Bern, Lausanne, St Gallen, and Lucerne are 

located in the more rural cantons). 

Note that institutions and the subtleties of the measurement accentuate regional differences in 

the Swiss case. On the one hand, total incongruence is a sum of individual party vote 

differences, so high number of parties in Switzerland and many negligible differences may 

add up to a considerable sum. On the other hand, and not surprisingly, the cantons with the 

smallest party systems are the small cantons, which also often function as strongholds of a 

single political party. In small cantons with one to three seats in the National Council, only a 

few parties run for a mandate, and voters are more likely to cast a strategic vote. Even in 

cantons with reasonably sized party systems, the very high entry thresholds for winning a seat 

in the National Council can lead to the strategic withdrawal of challengers, so that 

occasionally, only one candidate runs, which leads to tacit elections. This further leads to a 

reduction in the number of vote-winning parties – and accentuates regional differences when 
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compared to the federal level (NN-NR and NN-RR measures). As the index used in this book 

weights all cantons equally, it accentuates the role of small, and not very important Swiss 

cantons. Note that the ten smallest cantons count for solely 12 per cent of the overall 

population, but they heavily impact on average results. 

The incongruence measure for cantonal vs. federal elections (NR-RR) remains at low levels. 

The results would even be lower if there were not a few small cantons in which federal and 

often also cantonal elections take place in very small electoral districts, offering voters the 

choice only between very few parties or candidates – if elections are held at all (that is, there 

are several instances of tacit elections). A pronounced, but typical, illustration is the canton of 

Uri, which holds only one seat in the Swiss National Council. In cantonal elections held since 

1992, there has been a mixture of plurality and PR districts (average district magnitude of 

3.2). Uri is a CVP stronghold, but the right-wing parties have agreed to divide the federal 

representation. The larger CVP holds the two important seats in the Council of States (two out 

of overall 46 seats), whereas the smaller FDP gets the one less important seat (out of 200) in 

the National Council. As a consequence, the CVP, dominating the cantonal elections, does not 

participate in the federal elections for the National Council, whereas the FDP wins a vote 

share in federal elections far above its actual size. The resulting incongruence amounts to up 

to 81.5 per cent. Uri and other similar – although less pronounced – cases gain particular 

weight, given the properties of Schakel's congruence index. 

Similar to measures of electoral volatility, the three indicators by Schakel (2013) on 

congruence are highly sensitive to the classification of political parties in general73. Any 

incongruity in the treatment of political parties in various elections will inflate the measures. 

Especially in a country where cross-level differences are expected to be low, such differences 

 
73 Vote shares for Aargau, 1949, are missing. We use the seat shares instead. 
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in treatment might easily lead to incorrect interpretations of the congruence scores. We would 

like to highlight in the following some coding issues of the Swiss case. The heavily 

federalized character of the Swiss party system, and the expected homogeneous voting 

behavior across levels of elections, requires very careful coding of the party families. 

Switzerland stands out from other countries by virtue of the fact that it lacks any party 

register, and many parties resemble a federation of cantonal groups that are often rather 

loosely connected with each other74. A prime example is the Green party, which has 

developed over decades from mergers of various local or cantonal ecological movements and 

proto-parties. This is reflected in the organizational form of the federal party of the Swiss 

Greens. The party had different degrees of membership of cantonal parties, distinguishing 

branches with the status of ‘observers’ and ‘full members’. At the local level, this structure of 

a loose federation also allows for considerable plurality. For example, in the Swiss capital 

Bern, four to five Green parties co-exist – ranging from a split-off of the Radicals (Grüne 

Freie Liste) to a group with marxist-leninist provenance (Grünes Bündnis), a dogmatic 

ecological left-wing party (Grüne Partei Bern), a young movement (Junge Alternative), the 

de facto youth wing of the Grünes Bündnis, and finally, since 2007, an ecologically oriented 

right-wing party (Grünliberale Partei)75. Similar complications arise from the structure of the 

Christian Democratic and the Christian Social Party (in some cantons they are one party in 

 
74 For a classification of the federal character of Swiss parties, see also Gruner (1977), Seitz 

(2008), and – in a comparative perspective – Bolleyer (2012). 

75 Sources: Seitz (2008), party web sites: http://www.gruenebern.ch/ , http://www.gpb-da.ch/, 

http://jungealternative.ch/, http://www.be.grunliberale.ch [last accessed: 20 May 2012]. 
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others they compete separately), from the half-merger of the Radicals and the Liberals in 

2008, and many more historically grown peculiarities76. 

Last but not least, list apparentments allow even small parties to run with an own list 

(Bochsler, 2010), some parties compete with joint lists in some electoral districts in cantonal 

elections, and they use to win a two-digit per cent of vote share in a few cases. Lacking any 

further information, such lists of two parties were often classified as 'others' until the 1960s, 

thus inflating the differences between the elections at different levels. Thereafter, we have 

attributed their votes to the largest of the participating parties. These classifications allow us 

to calculate the indicators that are used in this book.77 We tried to consider the consequences 

of the chosen party classification, of missing data, and of joint lists for the analysis. Yet, in 

any case, the findings are sensitive to such issues and careful coding is critical for meaningful 

interpretation of the data, especially in cross-country comparisons. 

 

13.4. Second-order election effects 

 

The basic claim of second-order election theory is that the regional electoral arena is 

subordinate to the national electoral arena because there is ‘less at stake’ (Reif and Schmitt, 

1980). Accordingly, turnout should be higher in federal elections compared to regional 

 
76 For this study, we use the party classification of the Swiss Federal Statistical Office, and to 

avoid artificial inflations of the congruence measures, we consider all Green-Alternative 

groups (that is, with the exception of the Green Liberals) as a single party, and we treat 

Radicals and Liberals as a single party after the federal elections of October 2007. 

77 Many thanks to Arjan Schakel for supporting us with all necessary changes in the data. 



 359 

elections. The empirical evidence shown in Figure 13.2 does not support this hypothesis. 

Turnout is fairly similar between cantonal and federal elections. Historically, turnout was 

slightly higher in cantonal elections, but since the 1990s turnout levels are at exactly the same 

levels in cantonal and federal elections. Note, however, that turnout figures are missing for 

cantonal elections in a few small cantons, which have low degrees of turnout in federal 

elections, and changes in the trend over time might be the result of missing data. 

 

[Figure 13.2 about here] 

 

Since the introduction of proportional voting in 1919, electoral turnout in federal elections has 

continuously declined. In 1979, turnout in federal elections was, for the first time, below the 

50 per cent threshold and has more or less stabilized ever since. Electoral turnout in federal 

elections varies greatly between cantons, not least of all because of differences in voting rules 

and party competition. In Schaffhausen, for example, turnout is typically high since voting is 

compulsory. In cantons without credible competitors, such as in the cantons of Uri or Glarus, 

turnout can be very low (sometimes 30 per cent below the national average). 

That we do not find support in the turnout data for the second-order election model is not that 

surprising given the peculiarities of the Swiss political system discussed in section 13.2. The 

underlying assumptions of the second-order election model are that stakes in federal elections 

are higher because the federal parliament and government are the critical institutions, and that 

the political course of a country is determined in federal elections. Both assumptions are 

questionable in the Swiss case.  

First, direct democracy diminishes the importance of elections to the cantonal and federal 

level, which is particularly important in regard to the low turnout data shown in Figure 3. The 
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extensive number of institutions which enable direct democracy at all government levels 

downgrade the importance of elections. In Switzerland, electoral participation is 

comparatively very low if not the lowest (see Figure 13.2). Before the 1990s, average turnout 

for federal referenda was lower than the turnout for federal elections but, in the last 20 years, 

turnout figures in both oscillate around 50 per cent  (Lutz and Selb, 2007). In politically 

controversial federal referendums and initiatives, however, participation is above 50 per cent 

and can, in some cases, even rise to almost 80 per cent, which indicates that, at least for some 

voters, controversial referendums and initiatives matter more than elections.  

Second, the decentralized federal structure of the Swiss polity further constrains second-order 

election dynamics. Indeed, the premise of a dominant central level cannot be accepted without 

reservations for the Swiss case. The discussion in section 2 has highlighted that many critical 

policies are in the hands of the cantons and that Switzerland is highly fiscally decentralized. 

The future will tell whether the federal reform introduced in 2008 will effectively uphold the 

cantonal prerogatives as intended or whether the vertical balance of power will shift in favor 

of the federal level, which would increase the potential for second-order election dynamics.  

Finally, the main argument of the second-order election model is that the disapproval with 

federal government is a major predictor of voting behavior in regional elections. Voters signal 

their dissatisfaction with the federal government by supporting the opposition parties in 

regional elections. In the Swiss case, the consociational multiparty composition of the federal 

and most cantonal governments that emerged as a consequence of direct democracy, strongly 

limits government versus opposition dynamics. This peculiar form of government 

composition makes it theoretically and empirically challenging to distinguish between 

opposition and government actors. In fact, there is no strong formal opposition in Swiss 

politics. The transformative effects of direct democracy on the government composition have 

been outlined in various studies. The conventional view of scholars, experts, and politicians is 
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that the relevant political parties should be represented in the government because otherwise 

the excluded party would systematically block legislation via the use of the optional 

referendum (Neidhart, 1970).  

Figures 13.3a and 13.3b display party vote share changes between regional and the previous 

national election for parties in federal government and opposition. According to the second-

order election model the former should lose while the latter should gain in vote share. We 

employ two different measures to distinguish government and opposition parties, but both 

lead to  a rejection of the second-order election hypothesis. None of the two figures reports 

gains for opposition parties. The first operationalization is shown in Figure 13.3a. There, we 

consider all parties, which do not belong to the federal government, as opposition. This 

conventional measure is, however, problematic because all-party coalitions are dominant. 

Note that for instance, in the aforementioned episode, the Swiss People's Party is still counted 

as a governing party in the 2007-11 period, although it increasingly played the role of the 

opposition.  

 

[Figure 13.3a about here] 

[Figure 13.3b about here] 

 

On the federal level, all four major parties have participated in the government since 1959. 

However, parties support policies of the federal and the cantonal governments to a varying 

extent, and some cantonal party sections regularly deviate from the position that is taken by 

the political entities of their federal party. We propose an innovative strategy to measure the 

extent of the opposition behavior of regional party sections in order to investigate 
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government-opposition dynamics (see Figure 13.3b). Direct democracy provides rich data for 

such a measure. For each federal referendum or popular initiative, we code whether the 

federal parties and their cantonal branches diverge in their position from the recommendations 

made by the federal government. Our index of opposition behavior of cantonal parties is 

calculated as the sum of vote shares of those parties which deviate from the official position 

in each legislative period (that is, four years).78 

Two of the four governmental parties (for example, the Radicals, FDP, and the Christian 

Democrats, CVP) have supported the position of the federal government throughout the 

analyzed period to a very high degree (99 per cent and 98 per cent on average), and it did not 

fall below 80 per cent at any time in any cantonal branch. The Swiss People's Party (SVP) 

has, since 1991, moved towards a more oppositional role, but has still overwhelmingly 

supported the governmental positions (on average in 94 per cent of the cases) over the 65 

years included in the analysis. The most oppositional of the governing parties are the Social 

Democrats (SP), who have pulled out from the governmental unity in not less than 37 per cent 

of the occasions (63 per cent governmental). With this score, the Social Democrats and, in the 

2000s, the Swiss People's Party, showed more oppositional behavior in comparison to several 

other parties that never gained any representation in the federal or cantonal governments. The 

Swiss case highlights how measures of government and opposition can be sensitive to 

regional peculiarities of electoral competition and institutional constellations. Interestingly, 

both measurements report losses for the opposition as well as for the governmental parties 

(Figure 13.3a and 13.3b). Both effects are, however, tiny compared to the huge standard 

 
78 Voting recommendations of cantonal party branches are available since 1970 (Source: 

Service of the Swiss parliament). For the period of 1945-1969, we solely rely on the voting 

recommendations of the federal parties (Source: Swissvotes.ch). 
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deviation in both graphs. Especially with respect to the governmental parties, we observe 

strong differences in the results between average sized or large cantons and small cantons 

with limited competition. Table 13.1 illustrates this for the small canton of Glarus. In cantonal 

elections, most parties get a vote share which is fairly similar to the federal strength of the 

parties. The FDP is somehow stronger and the SP is weaker at the federal level. Only one 

deputy represents the canton in the National Council, while it has two deputies in the Council 

of States. In the 1990s and 2000s, the two largest right-wing parties (that is, the FDP and 

SVP) sent the two important deputies to the Council of States, and did not compete in the 

National Council elections. A very popular local candidate of the Social Democrats was 

elected with almost no competition at all to the National Council, namely86 per cent in 1999), 

an outstanding result considering that this party usually relies on less than 20 per cent of the 

voters (in cantonal elections). Vote share changes, which are used to measure second-order 

election effects, do not take into account any of the governmental parties that did not compete 

at both levels of elections. Hence, they consider only the vote difference for the Social 

Democrats which was -67 per cent in the 1999-2003 election period. This fictive loss from 

Glarus can perfectly explain an overall negative result of a few per cents, if this overall index 

is the average of only 26 cases. 

 

[Table 13.1 about here] 

 

But Glarus is not the sole canton where we may find these kind of electoral dynamics, similar 

patterns of strategic candidate nomination occur in all small cantons. We have re-analyzed the 

1995-1999 period where, according to figures 13.4a and 13.4b, governing parties seem to lose 

three to four per cent of the votes in cantonal elections. Losses of government parties occur 



 364 

almost exclusively in the six small cantons with one or two seats in the National Council, and 

are mainly due to the fact that not all governing parties presented their own candidates in 

federal elections79. Once we exclude these six particular cases, the figure changes to the 

opposite. In the 18 cantons with three or more seats, the governing parties reach an average 

gain of 4.5 per cent in cantonal elections. This is contrary to what to what we may expect 

according to the second-order election model and to what we find. 

We find it plausible that governing parties score slightly better in cantonal elections in these 

cantons, and this might also apply for the rest of the period. Essentially, these gains can be 

translated as gains of the four largest parties. Compared to federal elections, a few of the 18 

mid-sized and larger cantons practice quite restrictive electoral systems for cantonal elections, 

either by majority rules, or with a few very small electoral districts (Bochsler and Alpiger, 

2011). Therefore, in some areas of the country, the federal electoral arena is more open to 

small competitors, but these small parties do not compete or win votes at the cantonal level. 

Future research might try to discern such institutional effects of small-district magnitude from 

real second-order election effects by moving towards a more complex and multivariate 

research design.  

 
79 In the 1975 and 1979 periods, these effects are slightly less prominent. Given that the 

means are strongly influenced by small cantons with extreme negative values for governing 

parties, this outcome can be explained by the missing data from small cantons: three small 

cantons were not part of the sample in this period (that is, Jura joined as the 26th canton in 

1979; for Nidwalden and Obwalden, data before the 1980s is missing). Data for the canton of 

Glarus is missing for the 1963 and 1967 national elections due to tacit elections, whereas the 

elections in Uri in 1975 and 1979 were more competitive, as a CVP candidate participated. 
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In sum, the findings presented based on the government and opposition party data are more 

suggestive than conclusive because of measurement challenges. In any case, we do not find 

empirical evidence of second-order election effects in the Swiss case (the opposition does not 

win additional votes in cantonal elections; if anything, it slightly loses), which is not 

surprising given the several institutional aspects of the Swiss political system. Most important 

factors are the general bottom-up structure of the federal state, the institutions of direct 

democracy, and the widespread multiparty composition of governments, which point to 

institutional aspects that constrain the applicability of the second-order election model. 

Despite all that, in some instances, the Swiss system seems to offer seemingly perfect 

windows of opportunity for second-order election effects, and there is case-wise evidence that 

political parties have even campaigned with themes aimed to achieve such effects.  

One remarkable example occurred in 2007-08. In the federal elections in October 2007, the 

Swiss People's Party increased its representation and became the largest federal party by far. 

Thereafter, its informal leader, Christoph Blocher, was voted out by the parliamentary 

majority from his position in the federal government, and replaced by another SVP member, 

the moderate Finance Minister of the canton of Grisons, Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf. The 

resulting internal quarrels and the preparation of the expulsion of Widmer-Schlumpf from the 

SVP dominated the headlines in early 2008. The Swiss People's Party attempted to capitalize 

on this event. It wanted to 'revenge' its informal leader and it took a more oppositional role, 

especially by actively using referenda. These events have also overshadowed the discussion 

and the party campaign during the course of four cantonal elections in early 2008. The party 

won considerable vote shares in the cantonal elections in early 2008. However, it is difficult 

to establish whether this was just the follow-up of the gains in the federal elections of autumn 

2007, or a short-lived second-order election effect. As the analysis shows, overall the 

legislative period of 2007-11 does not differ from others, and no substantial second-order 
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election effects are observed. Eventually, the alternative opposition-measure shown in Figure 

13.3b suggests that if there were some second-order election effects, they should not 

necessarily favor non-governmental parties, but rather parties that are included in the 

government but which often play the card of the opposition (that is, the Social Democrats and, 

since the 1990s, the Swiss People’s Party).  

 

13.5. Regionalization of the vote 

 

Since 1959 all four major parties are represented in the federal government. Oversized 

multiparty coalitions as part of consociational governance in Switzerland has been outlined in 

detail above, but we have not yet discussed it in terms of government congruence (that is, the 

overlap between federal and cantonal governments). In all but four cantons, at least three of 

the major four parties have mostly been represented in the government over the last 20 years. 

Switzerland thus represents a case of permanent congruence between federal and cantonal 

governments. Government congruence has been high across the cantons and time, which 

basically finds its cause in the absence of government and opposition dynamics in the whole 

federation. Congruence has only dropped slightly in two periods (1953-9 and in the 2000s), 

when large parties were excluded from or underrepresented in the federal government 

(Bochsler and Bousbah, 2011). 

However, a more in depth analysis of cantonal party systems, party nationalization, and 

electoral rules may increase our understanding on the differences between cantonal and 

federal election behavior. Parties confined to a particular region (regional parties) remain rare, 

but some rare exceptions have had local success since the 1990s and the 2000s with an anti-

immigrant and anti-European integration platform in two cantons at the geographic and 
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linguistic periphery (that is, Lega dei Ticinesi in the Italian-speaking canton of Ticino and 

Mouvement citoyens genevois in the French-speaking canton of Geneva). Both have arguably 

filled a political vacuum, as long as the Swiss People's party was not yet present in these 

cantons with a similar agenda. Regionalist parties (with regionalist claims) have mainly been 

confined to the Bernese Jura, and been successful in the period around the secession of the 

canton of Jura. 

The concentration to certain cantons was, for a long time, a distinguishing feature of Swiss 

parties. However, in the last two decades, the nationalization of the parties substantially 

increased. The major parties have become more professionally organized on the federal level. 

Only the Christian Democrats could not expand into cantons in which they have no historical 

record (Bochsler and Sciarini, 2006). Despite this development, Swiss parties are still 

heterogeneous organizations, and the groups that are occasionally in conflict within parties 

often overlap geographically. This has also allowed the parties to differentiate their program, 

so that, for instance, positions on the European integration or on the welfare state differ within 

the same party between the branches in different linguistic regions. This programmatic 

heterogeneity within the major parties has an accommodative effect and limits the potential of 

regional parties or parties representing linguistic minorities to emerge80. 

In the 1990s a small revolution in the organization of parties and election campaigns occurred 

in Switzerland. The structured political landscape began to change and became more 

nationalized (Bochsler and Sciarini, 2006). Several parties have shifted funds to their federal 

offices and increased the number of professionals at the federal level in an organization that 

was previously dominated by volunteers. These party organizational changes, in turn, follow 

 
80 The larger parties often have two separate party organizations in the multi-linguistic 

cantons. 
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considerable changes in the media structure of the country: media outlets have increasingly 

started to cover the entire German- and French-speaking regions of Switzerland at the expense 

of local and cantonal newspapers. The connection between these development may be 

illustrated by the Swiss People’s party (Kriesi, Selb, Lachat, Bornschier and Helbling, 2005). 

The party’s re-orientation from a protestant farmer-and-smallholder party to a conservative, 

anti-European-integration party allowed the party to grow beyond its traditional strongholds 

and build up party organizations in those cantons where it was not previously represented. 

The rise of the SVP combined with painful losses of the CVP in its former strongholds has 

resulted in a more uniform Swiss party system of Switzerland than ever before. Nationalized 

party organization and a stronger federal orientation of the media and parties might have 

increased the potential for second-order election effects. 

Finally, some variation in electoral voting behavior is driven by variation in electoral 

procedures. Proportional representation is the most common rule for the elections of the first 

chamber of the federal parliament (that is, National Council) and of the cantonal parliaments. 

Yet, the district magnitude in federal elections varies considerably because the 26 Swiss 

cantons, which serve as districts for the federal parliamentary elections, are very 

heterogeneous in terms of their size. The largest canton, Zurich, counts up to 35 seats81, while 

the six smallest cantons can only allocate one out of 200 seats under plurality rules. Therefore, 

elections to the equally important second chamber, the Council of States, gain more weight in 

small cantons, which, regardless of their size, hold one or two out of 46 seats. 

 

 
81 From 1963 until the 1991 elections (the number of mandates is calculated every decade 

based on the population census). 
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13.6. Discussion 

 

Until very recently, Swiss elections have been a mainly cantonal matter. Federal party offices 

were weak and consistent with the militia system that was prevalent in legislatures at all levels 

of Switzerland. Furthermore, party politics relied heavily on volunteer work (Ladner and 

Brändle, 2001). Even federal election campaigns were mainly organized by the cantonal 

branches, and studies have emphasized the heavily federalized character of elections and the 

heterogeneity in voter support (Armingeon, 1998; Caramani, 2004). Only recently has the 

transformation of the media landscape and the emergence of a new political cleavage around 

issues of immigration and European integration facilitated the creation of genuinely federal 

elections and campaigns (Bochsler and Sciarini, 2006). But the phenomenon of electoral 

backlashes in regional elections experienced by governing parties, as observed in other 

Western European countries, seems not to apply in the Swiss case. Second-order election 

effects are not that easy to conceptualize (and even more difficult to measure), considering 

that the picture of governments and oppositions is getting blurred in a system of 

consociational all-party coalitions. 

There are other sources of dissimilarities of national and cantonal elections in Switzerland. 

Especially in small cantons, one factor contributing to differences in the vote is the electoral 

system. Small cantons hold only one or few seats in the national parliament, and this leads to 

a very restricted competition for seats. Often, parties even agree informally to split the 

mandates in the two chambers of the national parliament between them. Thus, the results of 

national elections often do not represent the full political landscape in small cantons. 

Last but not least, the heavily federalized structure of the Swiss political parties and the lack 

of a party law and registers, impose important measurement problems. The Swiss example 
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demonstrates a common problem of measures of dissimilarity (that is, electoral volatility or 

vote congruence). If the cases to be compared are very similar, as is the case with election 

results across different levels in Switzerland, the measures tend to be highly sensitive to minor 

problems in the classification or measurement. In the particular case of elections under 

different institutional rules across different levels of elections, disparities in voting results can 

be heavily driven by the strategic voting behavior induced by institutions. Future research 

might deal with these measurement issues and move to a multivariate design, which is suited 

to distinguish second-order election effects from effects arising from strategic behavior under 

electoral institutions.  
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Switzerland: Moving towards a nationalized party system 

 

Figure 13.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. The average figures are for 17 cantons for 

which data is available since 1951). See the introduction for the formula. More details can be 

found in the Swiss country excel file.1947: data only for 11 cantonal elections available. 
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Figure 13.2: Turnout in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: shown are average turnout rates and their standard deviations per national and regional 

election. More details can be found in the Swiss country excel file. 
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Figure 13.3a: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in federal government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the Swiss country excel file. Government parties are those that are holding seats in 

the Federal Council. 
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Figure 13.3b: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in federal government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. The measurement is 

adjusted according to a method detailed in the main text. 
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Table 13.1: Calculation example for the canton of Glarus: federal elections in 1999 in 
comparison to the cantonal elections in 2002 

 

Glarus 

(Parties by Size) 
Coalition 

Federal 
elections 1999 

(vote %) 

Cantonal 
elections 2002 

(vote %) 
Difference (%) 

FDP government no candidate 30.8 not considered 

SVP government no candidate 26.3 not considered 

SP government 85.7 18.7 -67 

CVP government no candidate 14.0 not considered 

Green opposition no candidate 7.2 not considered 

non-partisans opposition 14.3 ─ ─ 
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The United Kingdom: Multi-level Elections in an Asymmetrical State 

Nicola McEwen 

 

14.1. Introduction 

 

Multi-level government arrived late in the UK, with the exception of Northern Ireland. In the 

case of the latter, a system of devolved government had been in place since the partition of the 

island of Ireland in 1921, until the imposition of direct rule in 1972 amid violent sectarian 

conflict. Until devolution was introduced in Scotland and Wales in 1999, and reintroduced in 

Northern Ireland, the UK was one of the most centralized states in Europe. Yet, it always 

maintained a degree of territorial heterogeneity. In identity terms, a British nation co-existed 

with the nations of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland, and only in the latter instance did 

this prove problematic. Each of these territories also enjoyed – to varying degrees – 

institutional distinctiveness, helping to nurture the development of distinctive systems of party 

politics and electoral behavior. This distinctiveness has been reinforced by devolution and 

multi-level government. 

This chapter will contribute towards the evaluation of the independent variables set out in the 

introduction by examining their effect on voting patterns across the UK’s territorial units. 

There are some similarities among the units within the UK case. Each of the three devolved 

territories has non-statewide parties, many of whom advance a regionalist agenda. They each 

also have strong and distinctive territorial identities, which sometimes complement and 

sometimes compete with statewide national identities. These identities are nurtured within 

distinctive institutions and civil societies. These features have engendered important territorial 
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political cleavages in each case which can heighten the stakes invested in devolved elections 

for parties, the media and voters. There is variation across the devolved territories here, but 

this is more in the degree than in the form of the territorial cleavage. Greater variation is 

evident if we include London as a devolved territory; regionalist parties do not operate in 

London, and although the statewide parties may ‘play the London card’, this is not manifest in 

demands for greater political autonomy. The asymmetrical nature of multi-level government 

in the UK has generated moderate variation in the levels of regional autonomy. Autonomy in 

Scotland and Northern Ireland is higher than in Wales, but the National Assembly for Wales 

enjoys considerably more autonomy than the London Assembly, and has increased its 

legislative autonomy in recent years. We should thus expect second-order effects to be 

heightened in London Assembly elections and to a diminishing extent in elections to the 

National Assembly for Wales, and less apparent in devolved contests in Scotland and (to the 

extent that they can be measured here at all) in Northern Ireland. Examining only regional 

elections in the UK would only give a partial insight into territorial party politics, which was 

evident in the UK long before the establishment of multi-level government. We will thus also 

consider patterns of voting behavior in Westminster elections in the different nations and 

regions of the UK, including within England.  

This chapter is divided into four sections. First, it sets out the nature of multi-level 

government in the United Kingdom, highlighting the asymmetry in the constitutional 

configuration of UK devolution and the modes by which parliamentarians are elected in each 

of the UK’s main political arenas. Second, it conducts an analysis of the degree of congruence 

and incongruence in vote shares for parties competing in statewide and regional electoral 

arenas. Third, it examines two key features associated with second-order elections theory: 

electoral turnout, and party losses and gains between state and sub-state elections. Finally, it 

considers the extent to which devolution has led to a regionalization of the vote, in light of the 
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heightened presence and success of non-statewide parties and the profound incongruence in 

the political composition of state and regional government which has emerged in recent years. 

The chapter concludes by assessing the variations within the UK case, which in part provide 

some support for the assumptions of a more nuanced application of second-order elections 

theory.  

 

14.2. Regional government and regional elections 

 

Until devolution was introduced to Scotland and Wales in 1999, and re-introduced to 

Northern Ireland in 1998, the UK was a highly centralized state. This centralization took the 

form of concentrating legislative power in Westminster and governing power in Whitehall. 

Yet, although the centralization of legislative power was complete, the centralization of 

governing power never was. Throughout the twentieth century, the territorial ministries of 

state, first in Scotland and later in Wales, gradually developed more administrative autonomy 

and responsibility for implementing a wide range of public policy and law. In Scotland in 

particular, political union had coincided with the retention of institutional distinctiveness. This 

was initially embodied within a distinctive legal system, church, education system and local 

government. From the late 19th century, the Scottish Office and the post of Scottish Secretary 

(later Secretary of State for Scotland), in spite of being offices of central government, 

assumed the symbolic significance of representing Scotland’s national distinctiveness within 

the UK (Mitchell, 2003). Thus, long before devolution, Scotland arguably had a distinctive 

political system (Kellas, 1989; Paterson, 1994) or at least a distinctive dimension to politics 

(Midwinter, et al., 1991). Administrative devolution in Wales developed later, and with less 

scope, when a territorial office for Wales was set up in 1964. It, too, served to underline 
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Welsh distinctiveness in the UK (Bogdanor, 1979; Bradbury, 1998; Mitchell, 2009). As such, 

to characterize the UK as a unitary state prior to 1999 would be misleading; Mitchell 

suggested that it should be more appropriately characterized as a ‘state of unions’, created by 

a series of political unions, each with its own characteristics, between England and the other 

territories of the UK (Mitchell, 2009). 

These institutional developments help to explain the evolution of the party system across the 

territories of the UK. The heterogeneity of the party system in the UK’s four territories long 

predates devolution. Indeed, the increase in differential voting patterns in Westminster 

elections, discussed below, helped to fuel the demand for self-government in Scotland and 

Wales. These territories also include electorally significant regionalist parties, both of which 

made their presence felt from the late 1960s. As non-statewide parties competing in sub-state 

nations and regions which together return less than one fifth of MPs, their impact on overall 

results in statewide elections in the UK will likely always be marginal, but they have each had 

a significant impact on patterns of party competition in Scotland and Wales. Even in the 

context of a Westminster election, the share of the vote secured by each party within Scotland 

and Wales matters politically, and can shape the territorial development and integrity of the 

UK.  

Northern Ireland is once again an exception, as its party system is wholly distinctive. Within a 

UK context, none of the parties competing in Northern Ireland field candidates in the rest of 

the UK, and so all can be classed as non-statewide parties; Sinn Féin is the only party to 

operate outside of Northern Ireland, contesting elections in the Irish Republic. Some Northern 

Irish parties have loose ties to British statewide parties, for example the Social Democratic 

and Labour Party has kinship with the British Labour Party and the Ulster Unionist Party has 

periodically had informal associations with the British Conservatives and developed a more 

formal short-lived and entirely unsuccessful alliance with the Conservative Party in the 
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General Election of 2010 (Smith, 2006; Tonge and Evans, 2010). But they remain 

organizationally distinctive, and the British parties do not compete in the province. Indeed, 

during the long years of devolution, before the onset of ‘the Troubles’ and the imposition of 

direct rule in 1972, Northern Ireland was treated with benign neglect and largely ignored by 

British political elites (Ruane and Todd, 1999; McGarry, 2001; Tonge, 2002). In the years 

which followed, political and sectarian violence emanating from Northern Ireland periodically 

dominated the UK political agenda. Consequently, the reintroduction of devolution to 

Northern Ireland in 1998 was never part of the same decentralizing process in response to 

nationalist challenges, as was seen in Scotland and to some extent in Wales. Rather, it was a 

key component of the Good Friday Agreement82, and thus principally a tool of conflict 

resolution, influenced by broader devolutionary processes in the UK and Europe, but designed 

to bring an end to armed conflict and normalize politics in Northern Ireland (Mitchell and 

Wilford, 1999; Wilford, 2003; Ruane and Todd, 2007). The Northern Ireland Assembly was 

frequently suspended in its early years as the peace process faltered. 

 
82 The Good Friday Agreement was a major landmark in the peace process. It included a 

cross-party agreement by most political parties in Northern Ireland (excluding the Democratic 

Unionist Party, though they came on board in subsequent agreements) and a shorter 

international legal agreement between the British and Irish governments, and was endorsed by 

the electorate in Northern Ireland (and indirectly in the Irish Republic). Its provisions 

included the re-establishment of devolution, with consociational government, British-Irish and 

North-South intergovernmental councils, commitments to decommissioning and the transfer 

of further powers, and the principle of self-determination for the people of Northern Ireland, 

guaranteeing that re-unification would only take place with the explicit democratic consent of 

a majority in Northern Ireland. 
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The institutional and political development of the UK has thus been highly asymmetric, and 

this asymmetry has survived into the era of devolution and multi-level government. UK 

devolution was never orchestrated centrally according to a grand federalist plan. Rather, it 

was adopted in a piecemeal fashion with plans developed to suit the demands emerging from 

each territory. Inasmuch as there was a plan, it was to ensure the future of the Union. Welsh 

devolution, it was hoped, would thus modify the potential territorial impact of Scottish 

devolution, and help to integrate Scotland into a reformed UK state. Devolution in Northern 

Ireland had entirely different motivations, to replace the politics of armed conflict with a 

‘politics of civility’ (Aughey, 1999) and democratic governance.  

Asymmetry is also evident in the devolution settlements designed for each territory. The 

powers devolved to the Scottish Parliament were largely based upon the administrative 

responsibilities that had previously been assigned to the Scottish Office, and included primary 

legislative power over a wide array of domestic policies, including health, education, rural 

affairs, the environment and economic development.83 The Northern Ireland Assembly was 

granted a similar degree of devolution, with some additional powers, such as energy policy 

and social security, and some areas, like justice and policing, reserved initially to Westminster 

as a result of their political sensitivity in a Northern Irish context. Welsh devolution was 

always and remains more limited than the others, but has been the most subject to change 

 
83 In fact, the legal competence of the Scottish Parliament is defined by what it can’t do, that 

is, by those matters what are stipulated as being reserved to the Westminster parliament. 

These are set out in Schedule 5 of the Scotland Act (1998), and include defence, foreign 

affairs, monetary and fiscal policy, asylum and immigration, the constitution, energy and 

social security. In effect, then, the Scottish Parliament has legislative competence over 

everything which is not explicitly reserved.   
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since its introduction. Initially, the National Assembly for Wales lacked direct primary 

legislative powers, but devolution has been gradually strengthened since the Assembly’s 

establishment and, following the referendum of 2011, the Assembly now has primary 

legislative powers in 20 designated fields, including health, education and training, and other 

broad areas of domestic policy (Wyn Jones and Scully, 2012).  

Asymmetry in the UK is further marked by the absence of devolution in England, which 

represents around 85 per cent of the UK’s population. The Labour government, elected in 

1997, toyed with introducing elected regional government in England, but its already 

lukewarm commitment to English regional devolution evaporated following the heavy defeat 

of the devolution option in the North East referendum in 2004. England thus remains one of 

the most centralized nations in Europe, and the UK government and parliament also act as de 

facto English institutions when making decisions on those policy areas devolved to Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. England is not homogeneous, however, and its territorial 

heterogeneity has found expression in political behavior in national as well as municipal 

elections. Regional identity within England remains strong, although the boundaries of such 

identity communities do not map on neatly to institutional boundaries, making regional 

mobilization less likely.  

London is in part an exception. It is sometimes considered as the fourth devolved territory, 

given the presence of an elected regional assembly. Previously, the Greater London Council 

(GLC) had enjoyed responsibility for the strategic governance of London from its formation 

in 1966 until its abolition by Mrs Thatcher’s government in 1986 (the GLC had been among 

her government’s most vociferous critics). London-wide government was restored in 1999 

with the establishment of the Greater London Authority, comprised of a 25-member elected 
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assembly and a directly elected mayor.84 The London Mayor has executive power, mainly 

over transport and economic development. The principal role of the assembly is to scrutinize 

the mayor’s office, hold it to account, and grant or withhold consent for key policy and 

financial decisions, including the budget (Sanford, 2004). The Greater London Authority may 

represent a larger population than any of the devolved territories, but as a form of 

‘devolution’, it is on a different scale: although the mayor’s office has symbolic significance 

and some important executive powers, the 25 MLAs have no legislative power and the 

assembly lacks the institutional strength and legitimacy of the elected bodies in Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. There is, however, a growing awareness across England of a 

distinctive English national identity within the UK. This is gradually being articulated in a 

demand for an ‘English dimension’ to politics, but thus far has not resulted in a demand for 

English national or regional devolution (IPPR, 2012). 

The heterogeneity and asymmetry of the UK is also evident in the multitude of electoral 

systems in use today. National elections are famously conducted using the simple plurality, 

‘first-past-the-post’ system. This system has helped to prolong the dominance of two major 

parties, which since the early twentieth century have been the Conservative Party and the 

Labour Party. The two party system has been challenged in the last 30 years by the emergence 

of the Liberal Democrats, although its future is far from certain; since entering coalition with 

the Conservatives in 2010, its support has decreased significantly. 

The devolved assemblies and parliaments, by contrast, were established with degrees of 

proportionality built into their electoral system. A form of mixed member system - modeled 

 
84 Elected mayors have been introduced sporadically in other parts of England too, but they 

have not been accompanied by an elected regional assembly and the mayor’s office lacks the 

gravitas or symbolic significance of the London mayor (see Curtice, et al., 2008). 
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on the system in place for the German Bundestag – was chosen for Scotland, Wales and 

London, largely as a result of political negotiation and compromise among the pro-devolution 

forces in the Scottish case. The Additional Member System (AMS) also had the advantage of 

retaining single member constituencies, a mark of conformity with the Westminster system 

and a reflection of the importance of constituency representation within British political 

culture. 

These systems were not intended to achieve strict proportionality; the additional members 

were conceived as ‘top-up’ members to redress some of the disproportionality inherent in the 

constituency contests. The Scottish system comes closer to proportionality than the Welsh 

system. Of the 129 Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) elected, 73 are elected by a 

simple plurality in single member districts, and the remaining 56 (seven MSPs in each of the 

eight regions) are drawn from the share of votes allocated, according to the d’Hondt formula, 

to parties or independent candidates standing on a separate regional ballot - a ratio of 57:43 in 

favor of constituencies (compared to the 50:50 ratio in Germany and New Zealand). The 

Welsh system operates in a similar way, but there are far fewer MSPs and less opportunity to 

achieve proportionality through the distribution of additional seats. Of the 60 Members of the 

National Assembly (MNAs) elected, 40 are elected in single member plurality districts, and a 

further 20 from regional lists across five electoral regions - a ratio of 60:40 in favor of 

constituencies. Of the 25 Members of the London Assembly (MLAs), 14 are elected in 

constituencies and 11 are drawn from London-wide party lists – a ratio of 56:44. The London 

mayoral election uses the Supplementary Vote, allowing voters to cast a vote for their first 

and second preference candidates. If no candidate receives an absolute majority after the first 

vote is counted, all but the top two candidates are eliminated, and second preferences on the 

eliminated ballots which favor the remaining candidates are allocated until an eventual winner 

emerges (Rallings and Thrasher, 2000). 
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The Single Transferable Vote (STV) is used for elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly (it 

is also in use in local and European elections in Northern Ireland, local and national elections 

in the Irish Republic and has been in place for Scottish local government elections since 

2007). Although the original Northern Ireland parliament had used PR-STV in the 1920s, the 

introduction of the first-past-the-post system in Northern Ireland from 1929 until the 

suspension of the parliament in 1972 produced protestant unionist majorities which 

effectively disenfranchised the catholic minority. Proportional representation was thus an 

essential component of the new settlement. In the devolved elections held since 1998, 108 

members are elected, six members in each of the 18 multi-member wards (which mapped on 

to the existing Westminster constituencies), using the ‘Droop Quota’ to determine the quota 

required for electoral success (Mitchell and Gillespie, 1999). Proportionality is also enshrined 

in the consociational, power-sharing arrangements for government formation, with ministerial 

portfolios allocated (via d’Hondt) to parties to reflect their electoral strength in the Assembly, 

and the two largest parties in each designation nominating the First Minister and Deputy First 

Minister (McGarry and O’Leary, 2004; Coakley, 2009). 

Elections to the devolved parliaments and assemblies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

are held simultaneously85, but this does not produce a horizontal statewide campaign. Even in 

2011 when devolved elections were combined with a UK-wide referendum on electoral 

reform, the focus of each of the devolved elections was intra-territorial, with the referendum 

being largely over-shadowed.86 The absence of a national component to the three devolved 

 
85 The exception is the first election to the Northern Ireland Assembly, which was held in 

1998, a year earlier than the Scottish and Welsh elections. 

86 The introduction of fixed-term parliaments for the House of Commons would have resulted 

in simultaneous Westminster and devolved elections in 2015, as the devolved institutions 
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elections may in part be a result of the absence of devolution in England, but it also reflects 

the presence of distinctive political cultures, communities and civil societies in each of the 

devolved territories. We might expect that the lack of a national campaign encompassing 

these devolved elections would also modify the extent to which regional elections in the three 

devolved territories would produce second-order effects. By contrast, elections to the London 

Assembly, which partially conform to the cycle for municipal elections in England87, have 

both London-focused – and Mayor-focused – campaigns alongside England-wide campaigns 

involving the leaders of the main governing and opposition parties at Westminster. As a 

result, we might expect second-order dynamics to be more evident in Londoners’ voting 

patterns.  

 

14.3. Congruence of the Vote 

 

 
ordinarily have four year fixed terms. However, simultaneity has been purposefully avoided 

by exceptionally extending the devolved term to five years.  

87 Although there is simultaneity of a sort in English municipal elections, the cycle is rather 

complex, with metropolitan, and some single tier and two-tier districts electing a third of 

councilors every four years, on four year terms; and county councils, parish councils, London 

boroughs and other single tier and two-tier district councils having whole council elections 

every four years. To add to the complexity, each type of authority has its own electoral cycle. 

In 2012, when the most recent London Assembly and Mayoral election was held, local 

elections were held across 128 local authorities in England, with separate local elections also 

taking place in Scotland and Wales. 
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When we examine voting patterns in national and regional elections across the UK, signs of 

incongruence emerge. However, this incongruence was not created by political devolution; 

rather it foretold devolution, both reflecting and reinforcing demands for greater autonomy for 

the UK’s sub-state nations.  

These voting patterns are depicted in Figure 14.1. It illustrates patterns of congruence and 

incongruence in the vote between three pairs of election types: the national share of votes in 

Westminster elections against the Westminster vote within each region and nation (NN-NR - 

this latter measure includes Westminster voting within English regions); national patterns in 

Westminster elections vis-à-vis voting patterns in regional devolved elections (NN-RR); and 

vote shares in national elections in each nation/region against vote shares in devolved 

elections in these territories (NR-RR). 

Considering the first of these (NN-NR), in the first two decades following the Second World 

War, voting patterns in Westminster elections in the nations and regions appear broadly in 

alignment with the national pattern when we look at general trends. This gave rise to the 

prevalent view among political scientists that the UK post-war political and party system was 

broadly homogeneous. Distinctive territorial identities remained, but they did not represent 

significant political cleavages (McAllister and Rose, 1984). Of course, Northern Ireland was 

always treated as an anomaly. The Ulster Unionist Party dominated Westminster and 

devolved elections in Northern Ireland, albeit while maintaining loose and often acrimonious 

relations with the UK Conservatives (Smith, 2006). But a closer examination of the data 

reveals signs of variation elsewhere too. In Wales, in particular, the Labour Party never 

received less than 56 per cent of the vote between 1945 and 1970 (HC Research Paper, 2008; 

Rallings and Thrasher, 2009). Even in Scotland, where voting patterns appeared to be closely 

aligned with those across England, the Conservatives competed (successfully) under the 
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banner of the Scottish Unionist Party and maintained this distinctive identity until 1965 

(Seawright, 1996; Mitchell, 1990). 

 

[Figure 14.1 about here] 

 

Contrasting the national pattern with voting behavior across the regions and nations of the 

UK, Figure 14.1 also reveals a steady rise in incongruence in Westminster voting patterns 

since the mid-1970s. This change was particularly evident in Scotland and Wales, following 

the electoral breakthrough of the Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru, the party of Wales. 

However, even when support for these regionalist parties started to wane from the late 1970s 

until the late 1980s, Scotland and Wales remained distinctive, consistently recording higher 

shares of the vote for the Labour Party than that party received in the UK as a whole. Indeed, 

that the Labour Party (aided by the simple plurality system) consistently secured majority 

representation in Scotland and Wales in the eighteen years (1979-97) of Conservative 

dominance of UK government gave rise to the view that there was a democratic deficit in the 

political system, and devolution was needed to give voice to the political preferences of voters 

in Scotland and Wales. 

There were signs of divergence elsewhere too. The strength of support for the Conservatives 

in the South East of England and the South West of England marked these regions out as 

being somewhat distinctive from the rest of England. By contrast, the North East also appears 

modestly incongruent in its voting patterns, with many voters remaining loyal to the Labour 

Party through its barren years in the 1980s and early 1990s. Only in 1997, when the Blair 

government was first elected, does England appear homogeneous, and more in alignment with 

the rest of Britain. 
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Devolution may not have created incongruence, but it has helped to reinforce it, especially 

when we compare voter preferences for devolved elections with the national share of the vote 

in Westminster elections (Figure 14.1 - NN-RR). The high level of incongruence between UK 

elections and devolved elections suggests that electoral politics in the devolved territories are 

somewhat distinctive from electoral politics at the statewide level. This is largely a result of 

the presence of non-statewide parties in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and the 

relative weight of these nations within the UK as a whole, which collectively make up just 16 

per cent of the UK electorate. Non-statewide parties compete in Westminster elections too, 

but their share of the overall UK vote is always going to be minimal. For example, in October 

1974, a high water mark for regionalist parties in their respective regional contexts, their joint 

share of the overall UK vote came to just 3.4 per cent (HC Research Paper, 2008; Rallings 

and Thrasher, 2009). In devolved elections, by contrast, they are real contenders for power.  

For our purposes, it may be more illuminating to consider voting behavior for both 

Westminster and devolved elections within Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (Figure 

14.1: NR-RR). In Scotland and Wales, the main regionalist parties tend to perform better in 

devolved elections than in elections to the Westminster parliament. Conversely, the Labour 

Party, which is by some distance the dominant party in both of these regions in Westminster 

elections, performs less well in the devolved arena. Prior to the 2010 Westminster elections 

when Labour lost office, this might have been consistent with the expectations of second-

order elections theory. However, in both Scotland and Wales, analysis of surveys of voting 

behavior and attitudinal data consistently found that those switching their allegiance from the 

Labour Party to Plaid Cymru or the SNP tended to be motivated to do so by issues and 

concerns specific to the devolved context, and not as a protest against the Labour government 

(Paterson, et al., 2001; Trystan, et al., 2003; Wyn Jones and Scully, 2006; Johns, et al., 2010; 

Curtice, et al., 2010). In Northern Ireland, there are no statewide parties, and so both devolved 



 390 

and Westminster elections are dominated by non-statewide parties. Thus, although there is an 

exceptionally high level of incongruence on the NN-RR figure in Northern Ireland, there is a 

high level of congruence when we assess election results for different electoral arenas within 

Northern Ireland.  

Thus, second-order explanations thus appear incapable of accounting for these patterns in the 

congruence and incongruence of vote shares. The patterns we see at the aggregate level have 

to be understood within each regional context. This does not mean that features normally 

associated with second-order elections are not apparent in the UK; as we shall see 

momentarily, in some cases they are. Rather, the features we see are not always compatible 

with the assumptions of second-order elections theory, which attributes primacy to the 

national, first-order arena in shaping electoral behavior and outcomes in apparently 

subordinate electoral contests. 

  

14.4. Second-order election effects 

 

For regional elections to be second-order, we would expect them to differ from statewide 

‘first-order’ elections in three respects: they would have lower turnout; if held in the middle of 

the term of office of the statewide government, they would produce an electoral bounce for 

the principal statewide opposition party; and we would expect smaller parties to record higher 

vote shares than they do in statewide or national elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; see also 

Reif, 1985; Hough and Jeffery, 2006; and the introduction to this volume). These features of 

second-order elections – a consequence of these elections having ‘less at stake’ for the 

electorate – are considered below in the UK context. 
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Second-order elections theory suggests that turnout would be lower in elections with less at 

stake, that is elections with less policy scope and less territorial distinctiveness. Applied to the 

UK context, we would expect lower turnout in all devolved elections as compared to UK 

electoral turnout, but we might anticipate that levels of participation in elections to the 

National Assembly for Wales and the London Assembly may be lower than elections to the 

Scottish Parliament and the Northern Ireland Assembly, given that the latter have greater 

policy responsibility than the former, thus raising the stakes. 

Table 14.1 conforms to the expected pattern of consistently lower turnout in regional 

elections, with the lowest levels of turnout associated with elections to institutions with lower 

levels of regional authority. Turnout in the devolved elections since 1999 has been markedly 

lower than turnout in UK-wide general elections, with average turnout lowest in the elections 

in London Assembly, then in Wales, and moderately higher in Scotland, and higher still in 

Northern Ireland. Only in Northern Ireland is turnout at the national and regional level 

broadly in alignment. 

Notably, the change in the devolution settlement in Wales, which according to the hypothesis 

set out in the introduction, would potentially heighten the stakes of elections to the National 

Assembly for Wales, has not produced an increase in turnout, although it may be too early for 

any changes to resonate. The highest levels of turnout are found in the region with the greatest 

level of autonomy, but higher turnout in Northern Ireland is unlikely to be a reflection of a 

higher level of governmental competence. It may nonetheless rest on an alternative 

calculation of the electoral stakes. Regardless of the electoral arena in which the contest is 

being held, the outcome of any election can shape both the relative peace within Northern 

Ireland, and its future relationship with both Britain and the Irish Republic. Indeed, the 

significant drop in turnout in both the 2011 Assembly elections and the Westminster election 
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a year earlier may suggest a normalization of politics in Northern Ireland as devolution beds 

down. 

 

[Table 14.1 about here] 

 

The presence or absence of second-order effects is also measured in the vote shares of 

governing and opposition parties. Measured at the aggregate level, the assumption is that 

governing parties will fare less well in regional elections which are held in the middle of a 

national government’s term of office, with the principal opposition party receiving an 

electoral bounce. Regional elections held in close proximity to - or simultaneous with - 

statewide elections are more likely to conform to the national pattern (Hough and Jeffery, 

2006). A further expected outcome of second-order elections is higher levels of support for 

smaller parties; with less at stake, voters are assumed to be more willing to cast their votes for 

minor parties even though they may be unlikely to be serious contenders for government.  

In the UK, elections to the devolved institutions have never been held on the same day as 

statewide general elections, nor are they likely to be (see endnote 4). Until 2011, the standard 

pattern was for elections to the devolved parliaments and assemblies to come two years after 

the UK-wide election, and thus fall firmly within the middle of the national electoral cycle. As 

discussed above, elections in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland are held on the same day, 

but with very little cross-referencing. The absence of devolution in the largest territory of the 

UK means that simultaneous devolved elections do not produce the nationalizing effects that 

we see for the non-historic autonomás comunidades in Spain, for example. Furthermore, the 

prevalence of distinctive territorial cleavages in each case ensures that the systems of party 

competition are seen in isolation from one another.  
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Figure 14.2 reveals a striking picture. In every devolved election since 1999 in which 

statewide parties compete (that is all except Northern Ireland), the parties of government at 

the national level have suffered significant losses in their share of the vote in those devolved 

elections in which they compete. A closer look at the data also points to an interesting 

outcome of the most recent elections. In the 2011 devolved elections in Scotland and Wales, 

held just one year after the UK general election, there appeared to be second-order effects at 

play. However, the leading party of government, the Conservatives, was not the one to suffer; 

its share of the vote in Scotland fell a little, albeit from already low depths, while in Wales, 

the party made gains. Rather, the Liberal Democrats, the junior partner in the UK coalition 

government, suffered significant losses in both Scotland and Wales. It seems that the voters 

used the early opportunity afforded by the devolved elections to pass judgment on the Liberal 

Democrats decision to compromise electoral promises to go into government with the 

Conservatives. The data for 2012 - the first London elections to be held since the 2010 

Westminster elections - conformed more closely to the expected pattern in a second-order 

election. While the Conservative mayor was re-elected, his party fared less well in the 

Assembly elections. Both the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats saw their vote share 

fall by almost five per cent, while the main national opposition party, the Labour Party, saw 

its vote share increase by some 14 per cent.  

 

[Figure 14.2 about here] 

 

A third feature of second-order elections is the share of support for minor parties. The 

devolved elections have provided greater opportunities for smaller parties and independent 

candidates to make an electoral impact. In the 2003 devolved election in Scotland, the 
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Scottish Green Party and the Scottish Socialist Party (both non-statewide and regionalist 

parties) each secured just under seven per cent of the regional list vote, and gained official 

party status in parliament. However, although they have consistently gained representation, 

the level of success achieved in 2003 has yet to be repeated and it is impossible to attribute it 

to a perception of there being ‘less at stake’ in competence terms. Two other factors offer 

equally plausible explanations. First, each of the devolved territories operates a form of 

proportional representation, as discussed above. PR systems routinely nurture multi-party 

politics, providing greater opportunities for minority parties to make gains. Second, smaller 

parties tend to be crowded out of elections which are deemed to be close contests. This offers 

a further alternative perspective of what is at stake – if the outcome seems certain regardless 

of how electors cast their vote, they may judge that there is little to lose by voting for a 

minority party with little chance of victory. This certainly helps to explain the increased share 

for minority parties in Scotland in 2003, as well as their poorer performance in the subsequent 

elections. 

 

14.5. Regionalization of the Vote 

 

The introduction of devolution provided an opportunity to give institutional expression to the 

territorial heterogeneity in party competition and voter preferences. Coupled with the 

institutional features of the devolved parliaments, especially the various forms of proportional 

representation, devolution has strengthened regionalized electoral behavior, at times 

producing variation in the composition of government across the UK, and giving a platform to 

non-statewide parties to advance their territorial goals. 
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Multi-level elections can produce different and potentially competing government 

constellations within distinctive governmental tiers. This can have a significant effect on 

managing the relationships between the statewide government and sub-state regional 

governments, affecting communication, policy co-ordination, the capacity for joint decision-

making and the capacity of regional governments to access and influence the statewide 

government and bureaucracy. The history of multi-level government in the UK has produced 

mainly degrees of incongruence in central and regional government composition; only Wales 

has had periods of full congruence between the Welsh Assembly Government and the UK 

Government. Northern Ireland’s distinctive party system and consociational government 

ensures permanent incongruence between the Northern Ireland Executive and the UK 

Government. Scotland experienced predominant congruence between 1999 and 2007, and has 

experienced full incongruence thereafter. 

 

[Table 14.2 about here] 

 

The nuances and dynamics of these relationships are better captured by the descriptive picture 

of Table 14.2 than an aggregate statistical measure. The prevalence of incongruence after the 

2007 devolved elections was also accompanied by the presence of regionalist parties in 

government: the Scottish National Party formed a single party government; Plaid Cymru 

entered a coalition of the two main parties in Wales; and Sinn Féin emerged as the second 

largest party in Northern Ireland, thus sharing the most senior ministerial positions with the 

Democratic Unionist Party, the more radical of the main protestant unionists parties. The 

presence of regionalist parties – beyond the fact of incongruence this produces – helps to 
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shape the intergovernmental agenda, for example, by giving prominence to issues of 

constitutional autonomy. 

Non-statewide parties are described here as those parties which operate only at the sub-state 

level. Many of these have the pursuit of greater political autonomy for the nations and regions 

they represent as a core objective. The Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru represent the 

main, though not the only, non-statewide parties in Scotland and Wales. Northern Ireland is 

once again somewhat more complex, as those non-statewide parties we might characterize as 

regionalist parties – Sinn Féin and the Social Democratic and Labour Party – ultimately seek 

the reunification of the island of Ireland, while the other main non-statewide parties are 

determined to maintain union with the rest of the UK.  

 

[Figure 14.3] 

 

In their comparative study of political behavior in European regions in the early 1990s, Hearl 

and Budge found that support for regionalist parties was highly correlated with the degree of 

distinctiveness of regional voting (Hearl and Budge, 1996). Inasmuch as the UK fitted this 

pattern then, this is arguably even more the case today. Figure 14.3 reveals that non-statewide 

parties play a significant role in UK politics in both statewide and regional electoral 

competition. Their electoral impact has been particularly evident since the early 1970s, and in 

the case of Scotland and Wales, the electoral breakthrough of the SNP and Plaid Cymru has 

arguably been the principal driver of enhanced regional autonomy. It is also evident, however, 

that their share of the vote is higher in elections to the devolved institutions.  
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Although one might be tempted to conclude that this tendency to lend greater support to non-

statewide parties in devolved elections reflects the lower stakes invested in these contests, this 

explanation is unconvincing. First, the variation we might expect to see between the devolved 

territories as a result of different degrees of political autonomy (and thus of the presumed 

stakes) is not apparent. Indeed, non-statewide regionalist parties in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland record, on average, higher shares of the vote than in Wales, where the stakes may be 

deemed to be lower as a result of lower levels of institutional autonomy. Second, there are 

arguably more plausible explanations. Devolved elections in Scotland and Wales are 

dominated by the dynamics of the party system in the devolved arena and, to date, the main 

competition in these contests has been between the Labour Party and the main regionalist 

party, regardless of whether the former is in government or opposition at the UK level. 

Moreover, these regionalist parties are evidently more serious contenders for government in 

devolved elections, increasing their likelihood of electoral success. These factors have little 

relationship with the assumptions of second-order theory; rather, it suggests that regional 

electoral competition plays to a different set of rules (Lineira, 2011).  

 

14.6. Discussion 

 

This chapter has assessed some of the assumptions of second-order election theory and its 

implications for understanding multi-level electoral competition in the UK. According to this 

theoretical perspective, regional elections would fall into the category of electoral competition 

which has less at stake, freeing voters to use the occasions to experiment with smaller parties, 

or to use the occasion to pass judgment on state-level concerns. More nuanced applications of 

this perspective at the regional level have underlined that judgments about what is at stake 
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may vary considerably between different regional electoral arenas, dependent upon the 

relative strength of the institutions to which voters are electing their representatives 

(Henderson and McEwen, 2010; Lineira, 2011; see also the introduction of this volume). 

Some regional governments have considerable decision-making autonomy, implying that 

election outcomes in these cases may have rather a lot at stake. Judgments of the ‘stakes’ at 

play may also go beyond institutional authority, with implications for constitutional futures. 

Subjective assessments of the importance of elections and institutions may also matter – for 

example, those who feel a strong sense of attachment to their region may invest a stake in the 

contest to decide who will represent the region, regardless of the level of institutional 

autonomy that region enjoys. 

The relatively recent experience of multi-level government in the United Kingdom, and its 

profound asymmetry, may limit the extent to which it is comparable with other countries. The 

exclusion of by far the largest territory of the state from the system of devolution is especially 

notable. The absence of statewide parties, the history of sectarian conflict, the power-sharing 

arrangements in government, the cross-border relationship with the Irish Republic, as well as 

the stop-start nature of devolution, all serve to underline Northern Ireland’s uniqueness within 

the UK. However, variation within the UK presents an opportunity to test some of the 

assumptions of the second-order perspective more closely. If we include the London 

Assembly alongside the other devolved assemblies, they range from weak (London 

Assembly) to modest (National Assembly for Wales) to strong (the Scottish Parliament and 

the Northern Ireland Assembly). In the first three cases, one finds similar variation in the 

strength of territorial identity (identity issues are somewhat more complex in Northern Ireland 

and cannot be considered on an ordinal scale). We should then expect to find more ‘second-

orderness’ in London and Wales than in Scotland and Northern Ireland.  
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The data does indeed suggest this, at least in part. The predicted pattern was evident when we 

examined electoral turnout in statewide and regional elections. Those institutions with the 

highest levels of institutional autonomy have higher levels of turnout in regional elections 

when compared to weaker regional authorities. In both Scotland and Northern Ireland, 

regional (and often statewide) elections are also often associated with debates on 

constitutional futures, potentially heightening the stakes and fostering higher turnout. Only in 

Northern Ireland has turnout in regional elections been on a par with or exceeded turnout in 

statewide elections, and the latter only occurred in the first election to the new assembly in 

1998.  

Second-order assumptions regarding the cycle of multi-level elections are only partly borne 

out. In Scotland, Wales and London, the parties of statewide government have taken an 

electoral hit in subsequent regional elections. However, only in London can we identify an 

electoral bounce for the principal statewide opposition party. The nature of electoral and party 

competition in Scotland and Wales suggests that the relative fortunes of the main parties are 

determined more by intra-territorial dynamics, including the parties’ performance within the 

devolved context and the heightened opportunities devolved elections provide for regionalist 

parties. The performance of the statewide governing party, while not entirely absent from 

consideration in devolved election campaigns, is not the primary driver for their lower vote 

share. 
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The United Kingdom: Multi-level Elections in an Asymmetrical State 

 

Figure 14.1: Congruence between the national and regional vote 

 

Notes: Shown are average dissimilarity scores. See the introduction for the formula. More 

details can be found in the UK country excel file. 
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Table 14.1: Turnout in national and devolved elections since 1997 
 

 Northern Ireland Scotland Wales London 
 Natio. Devolv. Natio. Devolv. Natio. Devolv. Natio. Devolv. 

1997 67.1 70.0 71.3 58.8 73.5 46.4 67.6 34.3 
2001 68.0 64.0 58.1 49.4 61.4 38.2 55.3 37.0 

2005 62.9 62.9 60.8 53.9 62.6 43.5 57.8 45.2 
2010 57.6 55.6 63.8 50.6 64.8 41.8 64.5 38.0 

Average 63.9 63.1 63.5 53.2 65.6 42.5 61.3 38.6 

 
Notes: the left-hand column lists the year of the UK General Election. Data for devolved 
regions applies to each subsequent devolved election: Scotland and Wales: 1999, 2003, 2007, 
2011; Northern Ireland: 1998, 2003, 2007, 2011; London: 2000; 2004; 2008; 2012. 
 
Sources: Electoral Commission; London Elects; Rallings and Thrasher, 2009.  
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Figure 14.2: Change in party vote shares between regional and previous national elections 

 

Notes: The figure displays changes in total vote share for parties in national government and 

opposition. Shown are regional averages and their standard deviations. More details can be 

found in the UK country excel file. 
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Table 14.2: Government congruence and incongruence in the UK since devolution* 

 

 Westminster Scotland Wales Northern Ireland*** 

1997 

Labour single party 

majority 

Lab-Lib Dem coalition 

majority (1999-2003) 

Lab minority (- Oct. 2000)  

Lab-Lib Dem coalition majority 

Cross-party consociational govt,  

led by UUP & SDLP (1999-2002) 

2001 
Labour single party 

majority 

Lab-Lib Dem coalition 

majority (2003-2007) 

Lab single party ‘majority’ (-2005)**; Labour 

minority (2005-2007) 

Suspension of devolution 

2005 

Labour single party 

majority 

SNP single party 

minority (2007-2011) 

Labour-Plaid Cymru coalition  

majority (2007-2011) 

Cross-party consociational govt,  

led by DUP & Sinn Fein (2007-2011) 

2010 

Cons-Lib Dem 

coalition majority 

SNP single party 

majority (2011-) 

Labour single party ‘minority’** (2011-) Cross-party consociational govt,  

led by DUP & Sinn Fein (2007-2011) 

 

Notes:  

* London is not included in this table because elections to the London Assembly do not produce a government. Rather executive authority in the 

Greater London Authority lies with the Mayor’s office. 

** Labour won exactly half of the 60 seats in the National Assembly for Wales in 2003 and 2011. In 2003, an opposition Assembly Member (AM) 

was elected to the position of Presiding Officer, thus giving Labour a notional majority of 1. This ended when Peter Law, the AM for Blaenau Gwent, 
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defected from Labour to become an Independent, in protest against the imposition of all-women shortlists for candidacies for the 2005 General 

Election. In 2011, a Labour AM was elected to the position of Presiding Officer, reducing Labour’s share of seats to less than half.  

*** The Northern Ireland Assembly was suspended between February and May 2000; 24-hour suspensions in August 2001 and September 2001; and 

from October 2002. A transitional assembly was set up in October 2006, paving the way for the restoration of devolution in 2007 (Northern Ireland 

Assembly, 2011 http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/io/summary/new_summary.htm#7) 

 

Source: Adapted from McEwen, et al., 2012a.  
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Figure 14.3: Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections 

 

Notes: Shown are average vote shares obtained by non-statewide parties in regional and national 

elections. More details can be found in the UK country excel file. 
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15. Conclusion 

Arjan H. Schakel and Régis Dandoy 

 

15.1. Introduction 

 

The thirteen country studies presented in this book analyzed the territorial heterogeneity of the vote 

in regional and national elections with the main aim to study regional election results on their ‘own 

terms’ rather than solely from a second-order election perspective. Each chapter has explored the 

explanatory power of regional institutions and territorial cleavages with regard to regional electoral 

behavior (top-down approach) but the country experts have also provided additional causes or 

explanations for diverging regional party systems (bottom-up approach). In addition, all authors 

have looked at five aspects of electoral behavior which constituted the ‘backbone’ of the analytical 

framework for all country chapters. First, the authors looked at congruence between the regional 

and national vote. Congruence of the vote was differentiated into three indicators: party system, 

electorate and election congruence. In a second step, the authors assessed in how far differences in 

the vote could be related to second-order election effects (turnout in regional and national elections 

and change in vote shares between regional and national elections) or to regionalized electoral 

behavior (congruence between regional and national governments and non-statewide party strength 

in regional and national elections). To place the countries in a comparative context we provide 

average scores on the five dependent variables in table 15.1. Average scores are calculated across 

all regions and all elections since 1970; the year 1970 has been chosen because regional elections 

were introduced in the 1970s or later in nine out of our thirteen country sample (Belgium, Denmark, 

France, Germany (eastern Länder), Greece, Italy (regioni a statuto ordinare), Norway, Spain and 

the United Kingdom) (see table 1.1 in the introduction to the book). In addition, the country 
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chapters show that regional electoral behavior has changed considerably since the 1970s in the 

countries where regional elections have taken place since 1945 (Austria, Germany (western 

Länder), Italy (regioni a statuto speciale), the Netherlands, Sweden, and Switzerland).  

 

Table 15.1 around here 

 

The main task we take up in the conclusion is to assess the factors which lead to ‘regionalization’ 

or ‘nationalization’ of the regional vote. That is, we ask the question which factors may contribute 

to increasing territorial heterogeneity of the vote and/or to diverging regional electoral arenas? In 

table 15.2 we classify regional elections as regionalized, nationalized or mixed on the basis of the 

average scores displayed in table 15.1 and by relying on the conclusions drawn by the authors of 

the country chapters. We hasten to say that this classification does not do justice to the significant 

variation in the extent of nationalization of regional electoral behavior found for specific regions 

or for specific time periods.  

 

Table 15.2 around here 

 

In the regionalized category we may find countries where congruence of the vote (especially 

electorate congruence) tends to be low (as indicated by high dissimilarity scores), second-order 

election effects are minimal, and non-statewide parties (often with a claim for decentralization) 

tend to be electorally strong. The most extreme cases for regionalization are resembled by Belgium, 

the special autonomous regions in Denmark, and Northern Ireland in the United Kingdom. Dandoy 

notes that in Belgium the statewide parties have split up according to linguistic lines during the 

1960s and 1970s and therefore no party competes across the statewide territory. The party systems 
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of the Faroe Islands and Greenland are completely incongruent to the party system of Denmark 

proper. That is, none of the Danish parties participate in elections in each of the three ‘territories’. 

A similar case of (almost) complete party system incongruence can be observed for Northern 

Ireland in the United Kingdom.  

Regional electoral outcomes can be regionalized in other ways as well. In Switzerland, most 

statewide parties tend to have regional strongholds which comprise a number of cantons. Bochsler 

and Wasserfallen note that the Swiss People’s Party (SVP) is electorally strong in the 

predominantly agricultural and protestant cantons whereas the Christian People’s Party (CVP) 

recruits its electorate in the Catholic, mainly rural and mountainous cantons.  

Regional electoral behavior in Belgium, the Faroe Islands and Greenland, Swiss cantons and 

Northern Ireland stand out with respect to the turnout gap between regional and national elections. 

Turnout in regional elections is systematically (much) lower in regional elections than for national 

elections except in these regions where regional turnout is very close to or actually higher than 

turnout in national elections. This might be an indication that voters rank regional elections on par 

with national elections or that voters consider regional elections to be first-order elections.  

A third way to recognize regionalized electoral behavior is exemplified by the regioni a statuto 

speciale in Italy and the historic comunidades autonomás in Spain where non-statewide parties 

obtain significant vote shares, often close to or above 30 per cent, which differentiates them from 

the ‘normal’ regions. This is also the reason why Massetti and Sandri and Gómez Fortes and Cabeza 

Perez analyze the special and historic regions separately from the ordinary and non-historic regions. 

Regional elections in the United Kingdom –which take only place in London, Northern Ireland, 

Scotland, and Wales– may also be placed in the regionalized category due to the electorally strong 

non-statewide parties except in the case of London.  
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By classifying elections as regionalized we do not want to suggest that second-order election effects 

are absent. On the contrary, government parties tend to lose and opposition parties tend to win vote 

share in elections for the regioni a statuto speciale, the historic comunidades autonomás, and 

Scotland and Wales. However, most non-statewide parties in these regions participate in regional 

and national elections. At the national level these parties often find themselves in the opposition 

role because in national parliament they tend to be small parties which are not included in statewide 

government. Regional voters tend to switch their vote from a statewide party in national elections 

to a non-statewide party in regional contests as is evidenced by systematically higher vote shares 

for non-statewide parties in regional elections than for national elections. Because the parties in 

statewide opposition do not tend to be the beneficiary of dissatisfaction with parties in national 

government we think it is justified to interpret these kinds of vote share switches as regionalized 

electoral behavior rather than second-order election effects.  

Nationalized regional electoral outcomes may be found in Austria, France, Greece, the Netherlands 

and Norway (see table 15.2). Here congruence of the vote (especially electorate congruence) tends 

to be high (as indicated by low dissimilarity scores), there are clear second-order election effects, 

and non-statewide parties, if present, tend to be electorally weak. Jenny takes up the question 

whether low volatility between regional and national elections in Austria indicates that voters base 

their vote choice in regional elections on cues taken from the regional or national electoral arena. 

Jenny sides with the latter explanation because there are no non-statewide parties and the 

dissimilarity in the vote, which is increasing in more recent elections, may be ascribed to new 

parties which obtain their support unevenly across the territory. New party success is interpreted 

by Jenny as an anti-government swing, that is, a second-order election effect. 

Escalona, Labouret, and Vieira, Skrinis, Schakel, and Rose and Hansen are quite straightforward 

in their interpretation of regional election results in respectively France, Greece, the Netherlands, 
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and Norway: these are all nationalized elections. It is also in these countries where we may find 

the strongest second-order election effects and some authors even suggest –on the basis of higher 

turnout figures for local elections than for regional elections (the Netherlands) or with the help of 

local election studies where voters were asked directly which type of election they find most 

important (Norway)– that voters conceive local elections to be more important than regional 

elections.  

In the mixed category we have placed countries where aggregate regional electoral outcomes point 

towards regionalization as well as nationalization. In Denmark (proper), Germany and Sweden 

congruence of the vote is high (as indicated by low dissimilarity scores) –which points towards 

nationalization– but second-order election effects are muted or practically absent (Denmark proper 

and Sweden) or non-state wide parties tend to be moderately strong (Germany) – both of which are 

indications of regionalization. Individual-level survey data allow Bhatti and Hansen and Berg and 

Oscarsson to conclude that regional election results are more properly understood as nationalized 

outcomes. Therefore, these regional elections side more to the ‘nationalized’ than to the 

‘regionalized’ category. In the chapter on Germany, Jeffery and Middleton take up the same 

question as posed by Jenny in the chapter on Austria, that is: should dissimilarity in the vote be 

interpreted as an articulation of regional identity or as a protest against whoever is in federal 

government? Jeffery and Middleton can rely on the work by Völkl et al. (2008) which enable them 

to conclude that both statewide and region-specific factors seem to drive Land election results. 

Hence, Germany might perhaps resemble the ideal case of mixed nationalized and regionalized 

regional election results which are reflections of differentiated multilevel statehoods among 

regional electorates.  

‘Contradicting’ regional election results may also be observed for the ordinary regions in Italy and 

the non-historic regions in Spain. Congruence between the regional and national vote is relatively 
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low (as indicated by high dissimilarity scores) but, in contrast to regional elections in Denmark, 

Germany, and Sweden, there is a relatively strong anti-government swing. Despite these 

indications for nationalization we may also observe that opposition parties in national parliament 

are not the main beneficiaries of dissatisfaction with parties in national government. Rather, it 

seems that non-statewide parties increase in electoral strength but, in contrast to regional elections 

in the ‘regionalized’ category, non-statewide party strength does not coincide with territorial 

cleavages (see table 1.5 in the introduction to the book). Massetti and Sandri observe that inter-

election volatility is increasing over time for the ordinary statue regions in Italy and they relate this 

trend to two regionalizing factors. First, an increase in the number and vote shares for regionalist 

parties which participate in elections in multiple regions (the Lega Nord and Movimento per le 

Autonomie) and, second, a reform in regional voting systems which introduced a seat bonus for the 

winning presidential list and which favored a ‘personalization’ of electoral competition. Gómez 

Fortes and Cabeza Perez relate differences between regional election results for the historic and 

non-historic regions to regional identities and territorial cleavages. However, when we place the 

non-historic regions in a cross-country perspective we may observe that region-specific parties are 

relatively strong and this leads us to place the non-historic regions in the mixed category.  

The authors identify three ‘caveats’ with regard to the interpretation of congruence scores and we 

will discuss these in the next section. The country chapters also show that regional election results 

vary widely between countries but also between regions within countries and across time within 

regions. We would like to draw some general observations by linking the country chapter findings 

to the hypotheses presented in the introduction to this book. In section 15.3 we assess the impact 

of regional institutions and territorial cleavages (top-down approach) and in section 15.4 we 

summarize the findings and insights which derive from the bottom-up approach. In the fifth section 

we point out fruitful avenues for further research. 
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15.2 Caveats with regard to the interpretation of congruence of the vote 

 

The analysis of regional electoral outcomes by the authors of the country chapters leads us to 

identify three caveats in the interpretation of congruence of the vote. A first caveat concerns the 

interpretation of low dissimilarity scores which indicate high congruence between regional and 

national elections. Congruence between the regional and national vote is often taken as an indicator 

of nationalization which, at least in part, is based on the assumption that national elections have a 

first-order status. Voters do not change their vote between national and regional elections because 

they base their vote choice in regional elections on their vote choice in the more important national 

elections. However, the country chapters show that this assumption might not always be correct. 

Election congruence –which compares the national to the regional vote in a particular region (NR-

RR)– is relatively high for elections taking place in Belgian regions, Dutch provinces (pre-1980s), 

Italian ordinary regions (pre-1990s), and in the Swiss cantons. Yet, Schakel and Massetti and 

Sandri conclude for respectively the Netherlands and Italy that high congruence points towards 

nationalized regional elections whereas Dandoy and Bochsler and Wasserfallen take high 

congruence scores for respectively Belgium and Switzerland as evidence for regionalized national 

elections. The authors need to resort to other dimensions of voting behavior in order to establish 

the appropriate interpretation. Both party system –the national vote at the national level compared 

to the regional vote at the regional level (NN-RR)– and electorate congruence –the national vote at 

national level compared to the national vote at the regional level (NN-NR)– are low for Belgium 

and Switzerland (as indicated by higher dissimilarity scores) but are higher for Italy and the 

Netherlands (as indicated by lower dissimilarity scores). This is a clear indication that differences 

between the regional and national vote for Belgium and Switzerland may be related to territorial 
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cleavages and that national election results are regionalized instead of regional elections being 

nationalized. These findings also point out that it is very useful to analyze the three congruence 

measures simultaneously.  

The second caveat involves the interpretation of inter-election volatility (election congruence) 

whereby high dissimilarity scores are often taken as an indication of regionalization. However, the 

countries with the strongest second-order effects are also the ones where we may find high inter-

election volatility. Regional elections in France, Greece and Norway score relatively high on party 

system and electorate congruence (as indicated by low dissimilarity scores), which are signs of 

nationalization, but score low on election congruence which implies regionalization. The authors 

conclude that regional elections in France, Greece, and Norway are nationalized because vote 

switching between national and regional elections concern vote share losses for parties in statewide 

government and vote share gains for parties in national opposition. In these regional elections, 

voters take their cues from the national political arena and base their vote choice on the 

governmental status of parties at the statewide level. Although regional and national electoral 

outcomes differ, regional electoral outcomes may still be considered to be nationalized results.  

When we take the first two caveats together we may conclude that there are two different ways in 

which regional electoral outcomes can be nationalized. A first kind of nationalized regional 

electoral outcomes is indicated by congruence between party systems, electorates and elections 

whereas a second form of nationalization may be recognized by congruent party systems and 

electorates but dissimilarity between elections. The two forms of nationalized regional elections 

may even be present in the same country. Massetti and Sandri observe for the Italian ordinary 

regions similar voting behavior in regional and national elections before the party system collapse 

in the 1990s but second-order election effects clearly increase afterwards. Similarly, Schakel notes 

for the Netherlands that the process of deconfessionalisation transformed Dutch provincial 
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elections from producing the same results as for national elections to provincial electoral outcomes 

exhibiting strong second-order elections effects.  

A third caveat concerns the assumption that the subordinate status of regional elections vis-à-vis 

national elections implies that regional elections do not matter for first-order, national politics. One 

obvious effect of second-order election outcomes is that parties in national government are 

weakened in their governing capacity because the ‘voter’ has ventilated her/his dissatisfaction with 

national policies. It is not uncommon to replace ministers or to change policies after regional 

elections have been held. However, we would like to point to another impact of regional elections 

which concerns what we label as a ‘springboard effect’. A regional electoral arena may increase 

the possibilities for political entrepreneurs to establish new political parties. The required number 

of votes needed to obtain a seat in regional parliament is often (far) lower than for national 

elections. Once a new political party has been successful in the regional electoral arena, entry costs 

for participating in national elections may be significantly lower. A party organization, a number 

of party members and a campaign are all in place and the new party might have gained (national) 

visibility.  

Several country chapters report on a springboard effect. For example, Jenny explicitly looks at the 

establishment of new parties in regional and national elections in Austria. Counting only parties 

that managed to obtain seats in national or regional parliaments, one party made a simultaneous 

entry at both levels but six parties obtained seats in a regional parliament first. The reverse order 

of national electoral success prior to regional success has not occurred yet. The springboard effect 

can be quite substantial. Massetti and Sandri observe increasing dissimilarity in the Italian vote 

since the 1990s and they ascribe this trend to the rise of the Lega Nord in the northern regions and, 

to a lesser extent, to the rise of the Movimento per le Autonomie in the southern regions. Both 
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parties have their origin in regional parliaments and both were able to break through to the national 

level and together they account for about ten per cent of the nationwide vote. 

 

15.3. Top-down approach: regional institutions, territorial cleavages and electoral cycles 

 

In the introduction to the book we noted that the second-order election model relies on a ‘stakes-

based’ assumption. The extent to which we may observe second-order election effects in regional 

elections is inversely related to the perceived ‘stakes’ by voters. Following Jeffery and Hough 

(2009) we hypothesized that regional institutions –most importantly regional authority– and 

territorial cleavages may increase the stakes in a regional election. The classification provided in 

table 15.2 clearly indicates that there is no clear-cut relationship between regional authority and 

the extent to which regional elections are nationalized. The most powerful regions can be found in 

the federal countries of Austria, Belgium, Germany, and Switzerland (see table 1.1 in the 

introduction to the book) yet only Belgian and Swiss regional elections are considered to be 

regionalized, Germany is placed in the mixed category and Austria can be found in the nationalized 

category.  

Increases in regional authority over time seem not to coincide with greater voter involvement. On 

the contrary, turnout in regional elections declined in Italy and in the Netherlands after 

decentralization reforms. Gómez Fortes and Cabeza Perez report that despite the fact that Spanish 

regional governments have gained competences in important policy domains such as education and 

health, and have obtained control of more than 40 per cent of total public spending (a doubling of 

spending in the 1980s and 1990s), territorial heterogeneity in the vote has remained rather constant. 

Centralization of authority does not lead to nationalized regional electoral outcomes either. Bhatti 

and Hansen do not observe any change in regional election results when the Danish Amter were 
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abolished and replaced with less powerful regions. Asymmetry in authority between regions in 

Denmark, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom is associated with diverging regional party systems 

but differences in institutional capacities between regions tend to coincide with territorial 

cleavages. In these cases the authors of the country chapters relate the regionalization of regional 

elections to regional identities rather than to differences in regional institutions.  

We already hinted in the introduction at the possibility that public perception on the importance of 

regional elections may be more dependent on actual involvement of regional government in the 

implementation and execution of policies which can be assessed by looking at subnational fiscal 

and employment data (see table 1.2 in the introduction to the book). Yet again, the fiscally 

centralized countries of Germany and Italy are placed in the mixed and regionalized categories of 

table 15.2. Subnational autonomous revenues are among the highest in the Scandinavian countries 

but none of these countries is placed in the regionalized category except for Greenland and the 

Faroe Islands in Denmark.  

Public opinion data can also be used to assess what is at stake in regional elections as perceived by 

voters. Here we rely on the Special Eurobarometer 307 survey which asked citizens to indicate for 

national and subnational government in how far they trust these institutions, how they assess the 

impact of these institutions on their daily life, and in how far representatives from these institutions 

are best placed to defend their interests (see table 1.3 in the introduction to the book). Interestingly, 

citizens tend to trust their regional and local government more than national government except in 

Italy and the Netherlands. Trust seems not to affect the rank-order of elections since we may find 

nationalized regional elections in countries where citizens tend to trust (above 40 per cent) regional 

(and local) government (e.g. Austria, France, and the Netherlands) and regionalized regional 

electoral outcomes may be observed in countries where citizen place less trust (below 40 per cent) 

in regional (and local) government (e.g. Belgium, Germany, and Italy). A better indicator which 
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captures the rank-order of elections seems to be the question which tier of government is better 

placed to defend the interests of citizens. The responses to this question systematically place 

national government above regional and local government. The question which asks citizens which 

government tier has the most impact on their life conditions reveals that more than 40 per cent of 

the Austrian, Spanish and Swedish citizens think that regional (and local) government has the most 

impact on their life condition (which is about the same as for national government), yet regional 

elections in these countries span all three categories of table 15.2.  

Unfortunately, the fiscal and public opinion data do not allow us to differentiate between regional 

and local government which should caution us to attach to relate patterns in fiscal and public 

opinion data to regional electoral outcomes. In addition, in several country chapters the authors do 

relate centralized fiscal systems (e.g. the Netherlands) and public perception (e.g. Norway) to 

regional election results. What becomes clear from the overview, however, is that regional electoral 

outcomes are impacted by several intervening or mitigating factors and which together lead to 

different degrees of second-order election effects.  

One important intervening variable is the timing of regional elections. The country chapters 

reinforce previous results found by Jeffery and Hough (2006, p.249-50): stronger second-order 

election effects may be observed when regional elections are hold on the same day (horizontal 

simultaneity) and when national and regional elections are held on the same date (vertical 

simultaneity) both elections tend to function according to a single, statewide logic. Indeed, in cases 

of horizontal simultaneity –Denmark (proper), France, Greece, Italy (ordinary regions), the 

Netherlands, Norway, and Spain (non-historic regions)– we may find the strongest anti-

government swings. In cases of vertical simultaneity –Land elections in the 1950s in Austria, 

several Land elections in Germany, Andalucía in Spain, and Sweden– the authors observe that 

regional election outcomes mirror those of national elections.  



418 
 

The application of the second-order election model in the various chapters also shows that second-

order election effects may vary to a considerable extent across regions even in those countries 

which are placed in the nationalized category of table 15.2 For example, strong anti-government 

and pro-opposition swings may be observed in regional elections in France, the Netherlands, and 

Norway but in some regions non-statewide parties tend to win vote share as well. These regions 

are Alsace, Brittany, and Corsica in France, Finnmark in Norway, and Friesland in the 

Netherlands. The presence of non-statewide parties in these regions can be related to territorial 

(linguistic and/or historical) cleavages (see table 1.5 in the introduction to the book). Regional 

economic affluence seems to matter less. However, to the extent that economic differences tend to 

overlap with urban-rural cleavages the country chapters do provide some evidence for the 

economic affluence hypothesis. For example, regional turnout is (much) lower in the cities of 

Vienna (Austria), Brussels (Belgium), Copenhagen (Denmark), and Paris (France). Schakel 

observes some deviating regional voting behavior in the less populated northern and southern 

Dutch provinces and notes that these provinces are also relatively poor.  

The country chapters allow us also to refine the electoral timing hypothesis. Massetti and Sandri 

and Gómez Fortes and Cabeza Perez observe that, in contrast to their expectations, turnout is lower 

in the special and historic regions than for the ordinary and non-historic regions. One explanation 

may lie in vertical simultaneity between regional and local elections which is the case for ordinary 

and non-historic but not for the special and historic regions. These results are also in line with a 

stakes-based approach to regional elections which assumes that voters are more inclined to cast a 

vote when regional elections tend to coincide with other types of elections because the ‘combined 

stakes’ of the ‘election event’ are higher than for a single election event (Schakel and Dandoy, 

2012). Further evidence for a stakes-based interpretation is provided by a comparison of turnout 

gaps between regional and national elections for Dutch provincial elections (since the 1970s: 20 
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per cent) –which are held non-simultaneously with local elections– and regional elections in 

Denmark proper (14 per cent) and Norway (16 per cent) –which are held simultaneously with local 

elections.  

Although vertical simultaneity with local elections may increase turnout in regional elections, it 

does not lead to decreasing nationalization. On the contrary, the anti-government swing is strong 

in each of the countries with regional horizontal simultaneity either with or without local vertical 

simultaneity (except Denmark proper). The electoral timing of regional elections vis-à-vis national 

elections shows a similar nuance in the extent to which we may observe second-order election 

effects. Several authors have linked the anti-government swing to the placement of the regional 

election in the national election cycle. Escolana, Labouret, and Vieira observe that the party in 

statewide government lost significant vote shares in the elections of 1992, 2004 and 2010 but not 

in 1986 and 1998. The elections in 1986 were held simultaneous with elections to the National 

Assembly and the elections of 1998 were held within one year after national elections. Regional 

elections are held near mid-term of the national election cycle in Greece and Norway and, indeed, 

Skrinis and Rose and Hansen report the highest losses for government parties of up to ten per cent. 

Similarly, Gómez Fortes and Cabeza Perez observe significantly smaller losses for the party in 

statewide government when Spanish regional elections are held close to the previous or to the next 

national election. Finally, Schakel calculates Pearson correlations for the days between Dutch 

provincial and national elections and party vote share changes and he observes associations of -

0.77 for parties in national government and +0.52 for parties in national opposition. 

Escalona, Labouret, and Vieira hypothesize in the chapter on France that it is not so much the 

timing of the regional election in the national electoral cycle which can explain the extent of 

government party vote share losses but rather the popularity of the statewide government which 

may relate to the national election cycle or not. In other words, the relationship between the timing 
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of the regional election in the national election cycle and the extent of second-order election effects 

is a spurious one. The ‘real’ driving factor for second-order election effects seems to be the 

popularity of the statewide government at the time of the regional election. A number of findings 

support this claim. Skrinis observes an exceptionally large number of new parties participating in 

the Greek regional elections of 2010 and relates this to voter dissatisfaction with the austerity 

measures taken by the government to combat the fiscal crisis. Similarly, Berg and Oscarsson 

explain the largest vote share loss for the party in statewide government in Swedish regional 

elections by the timing of the regional elections which were held at the peak of public discontent 

with the housing situation which was invigorated by a badly received TV performance by the prime 

minister. 

Based on the top-down approach we may concur with the conclusion drawn by Jeffery and Hough 

(2006, p.250-1) –who looked at regional elections in Austria, Belgium, Canada, Germany, Italy, 

Spain, and the United Kingdom– that ‘The general finding, then, is that most sub-state elections do 

indeed appear to be second order, subordinate to voters considerations of state-level politics. The 

second order “effect” is strongest where there is simultaneity of elections and social homogeneity. 

It is qualified where there [are] territorial cleavages….’. As pointed out in the introduction, we 

specifically aimed in this book to avoid a ‘methodological nationalism bias’, that is, the tendency 

to choose the nation-state as a unit of analysis (Jeffery and Wincott 2010). The second-order 

election model assumes that regional election outcomes are shaped by first-order national factors 

and, consequently, measurement of second-order election effects basically pits national election 

results against regional electoral outcomes. We asked the authors to specifically consider any factor 

beyond regional authority and territorial cleavages which, according to them, may contribute to 

diverging regional party systems. In the next section we will discuss the main findings resulting 

from the ‘bottom-up’ approach. 



421 
 

 

15.4. Bottom-up approach: statewide parties, electoral rules, and regional government 

 

The bottom-up approach applied in each of the chapters leads us to identify three factors or 

variables which contribute to the regionalization of the vote. Here we would like to discuss 

statewide parties, electoral rules, and regional government which all three appear in several country 

chapters.  

The first variable concerns the extent to which statewide parties are able to integrate the territory. 

Swenden and Maddens (2009a, p.253) highlight the important role of statewide parties in 

integrating national and regional party systems: ‘the more successful [statewide] parties are in 

garnering electoral support across the regions of the state in statewide and regional elections, the 

stronger is the integration of the party system’. Following Swenden and Maddens (2009a) we may 

ask the important question to what extent are the organization, strategies and policies of the 

statewide parties related to party system (de)nationalization? The clearest but also most extreme 

example on the integrative role of parties is Belgium where the split-up of the Christian-democratic, 

liberal and socialist statewide parties into Flemish- and French-speaking parties have led to two 

separate party systems. Another telling but rather unique example is Italy where the party system 

collapsed in the 1990s due to corruption scandals. The major statewide parties, and in particular 

the Christian-democrats, lost their dominant position and eventually even disappeared which 

opened up the party system to new and more regionally based parties which resulted in increasing 

divergence between regional and national party systems.  

However, the country chapters also show that the internal party organization and ideology of 

statewide parties can contribute to greater linkages between party systems. A first example is 

Switzerland where cantonal and national party systems have become more integrated over time. 



422 
 

Boschler and Wasserfallen relate this nationalization trend to the professionalization of party 

organizations of the statewide parties at the federal level. Swiss parties used to be run by cantonal 

branches which organized campaigns for both cantonal and federal elections. At the federal level 

the party was dominated by volunteers and lacked financial means. Over time, several parties have 

shifted funds to their federal offices and increased the number of professionals at the federal level 

which – in conjunction with the development of media which increasingly covers both German- 

and French-speaking cantons – lead to a nationalization of the federal and cantonal vote.  

A second example which underlines the role of party organization is provided by the Netherlands. 

Despite significant provincial autonomy, partly exercised through an upper chamber which is 

elected by the provincial assemblies, Schakel observes strong second-order election effects in 

provincial elections. One of the variables Schakel proposes to explain this finding is the centralized 

candidate selection procedures of the statewide parties which leave little room for provincial 

branches to propose candidates for the lower as well as the upper chamber of national parliament. 

In other words, the effect of regional authority is counteracted and superseded by the centralized 

organizations of the statewide parties.  

The integrative capacity of statewide parties may also be related to the ideology of parties as Gómez 

Fortes and Cabeza Perez show in their chapter on Spain. The authors find that turnout and dual 

voting are lower for the non-historic regions where the Popular Party (Partido Popular) is the 

dominant party. In other words, regional party systems tend to be more integrated when the Popular 

Party obtains most vote share than in regions where the other major statewide party, the Socialist 

Workers Party (Partido Socialista Ombrero Espanol), gathers the absolute majority of the vote. 

Gómez Fortes and Cabeza Perez hypothesize that this finding can be explained by the ideology of 

the two major parties. The ideology of the Socialist Workers Party is more open towards 

regionalization of the Spanish state than the ideology of the Popular Party. The authors use a 
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content analysis of the framework programs of the statewide parties to illustrate the differing 

ideologies. The framework program is used by regional party branches for their party manifestos. 

In the framework program of the Socialist Workers Party (PSOE), 25 per cent of the sentences 

referred to the regions and 64 per cent addressed cooperation between the state and regions. In 

contrast, 80 per cent of the text of the framework program of the Popular Party referred to the 

central state.  

In the introduction to this book we noted that the authority exercised by regional government is 

often considered as a key institutional variable for explaining regional electoral outcomes. With 

decentralization we expect regional and national party systems to diverge because it creates 

incentives for political entrepreneurs to establish region-specific parties and to mobilize voters 

according to region-specific issues. Most scholars assume that statewide parties will react to 

centrifugal pressures by decentralizing their own internal organization, by allowing regional 

branches to deviate from central party manifestos, and by endorsing constitutional change that 

strengthens the regions (Hough and Jeffery, 2006; Maddens and Libbrecht, 2009; Meguid, 2008). 

The findings from the country chapters clearly indicate that not all statewide parties adapt their 

internal organization and ideology in response to increasing regional autonomy and increasing 

regional party strength. This shows that the response of statewide parties towards decentralization 

of authority is not straightforward and that statewide parties may even be able to re-centralize the 

party system (see also Fabre and Swenden, 2013).  

A second factor which is proposed by the authors as an important explanatory variable for diverging 

regional and national party systems concerns electoral rules. Differences between the national and 

regional vote can be expected when different rules which translate votes into seats are applied at 

the national and regional level. Indeed, in two out of our 13 country sample majoritarian rules are 

applied at the national level whereas more proportional rules are used at the regional level (table 



424 
 

1.5 in the introduction to the book). In the United Kingdom, a first-past-the-post electoral system 

is used for national elections whereas various forms of proportional representation are applied in 

the devolved elections. McEwen posits that proportional rules in the devolved entities strengthen 

regionalized electoral behavior by producing variation in the composition of government across 

the UK which gives non-statewide parties a platform to advance their territorial goals. Similarly, a 

proportional system for the regional level but a plurality system applied at the national level may 

increase the ‘springboard effect’ of regional elections. Escalona, Labouret, and Vieira argue that 

the use of a proportional electoral system in French regional elections from 1986 to 1998 facilitated 

in opening up the French national party system, which made it easier for the far right or the 

ecologists to gain seats and visibility. 

But the effects of electoral rules on party system integration go beyond the rules translating votes 

into seats. The size of electoral districts may impact heavily on the decision of parties to run for 

elections or not. In Switzerland small cantons hold only one or few seats in the national parliament 

which leads to a very restricted competition for seats. Official proportional rules may actually result 

in majoritarian electoral competition when there are only one or two seats to be won. Bochsler and 

Wasserfallen observe that parties participating in elections in small cantons often informally agree 

to divide the mandates in the two chambers of national parliament. As a result national elections 

often do not represent the full political landscape in small cantons and the regional and national 

vote within the canton tend to diverge.  

Dandoy notes that the boundaries of electoral districts support the separation between regional 

party systems in Belgium. The electoral districts for the regions cover mostly only unilingual 

territories, and therefore only Dutch-, French- and German-speaking parties compete in elections 

in respectively Flanders, Wallonia and the German-speaking community. In the bilingual Brussels 

region, both Flemish and French-speaking parties participate in elections but additional electoral 
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rules prevent the development of pan-linguistic/community lists. First, the number of seats in the 

Brussels parliament is fixed for each linguistic group (17 seats for the Dutch-speaking parties and 

72 for the French-speaking parties) which effectively means that Flemish and Walloon parties 

compete for different electorates. Second, bilingual lists are forbidden in elections to the Brussels 

regional parliament.  

Italy provides a third example of how electoral rules can lead to a regionalization of the regional 

vote. Reforms in 1995 and 1999 introduced majoritarian elements to the proportional electoral 

systems of the ordinary statute regions in Italy. Nowadays voters cast two votes, one for 

presidential candidates (supported by a coalition of parties) and one for a party list (not necessarily 

the same coalition of parties). Seats are distributed proportionally between parties but the coalition 

supporting the winning candidate for president is awarded a seat bonus in order to ensure a majority 

in the regional assembly. The seat bonus is then redistributed among the parties of the winning 

coalition. Massetti and Sandri argue that the reform of the regional voting systems favored 

regionalization of electoral competition in the special statute regions through the introduction of 

region-specific ‘presidential lists’. In contrast, the introduction of presidential lists contributes to 

the integration of regional and national party systems in the ordinary statute regions. The latter 

finding is in line with the findings by Escalona, Labouret, and Vieira who notice that the 

introduction of a majority bonus of 25 per cent of total seats to the winning list in 2004 reinforced 

the second-order status of French regional elections. Skrinis does not relate the majority bonus in 

Greek regional elections (the winning list obtains at least 60 per cent of the seats) to the extent of 

second-order election effects (in great part because the electoral system has changed with each 

regional election) but in a comparative perspective we may safely assume that the majority bonus 

in great part contributes to the nationalized nature of Greek regional elections. 
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The country chapters also highlight the role of regional government in explaining regionalization 

of the vote. In a number of countries regional elections rarely result in a change in regional 

government. In Austria, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland formal and informal rules ensure that 

regional government consists of a coalition of parties including most or all parties. In Denmark and 

the Netherlands proportional electoral systems lead to large party coalitions at the regional level 

whereby regional government turnover is very rare. For example, Bhatti and Welling Hansen 

observe in Denmark that nine out of 16 regions (including municipalities with regional 

responsibilities) did not experience a single turnover in the party controlling the mayoralty from 

1974 to 2005; and two regions only experienced turnover within one side of the political spectrum. 

When regional elections do not lead to a change in regional government may we expect a priori 

voters to vote according to regional issues? When regional elections do not matter for regional 

government may we expect voters to be bothered to cast a vote unless voters want to send a signal 

to the national electoral arena?  

Indeed, regional elections in Norway and the Netherlands display strong second-order election 

effects which may suggest that voters who support the party in national opposition are more 

inclined to cast a vote than voters who support the party in national government. However, the 

authors on Austria, Denmark, Sweden, and Switzerland note an absence of second-order elections 

effects. The diverging results can be explained by congruence between regional and national 

governments. In the Netherlands, the Christian Democratic Party has been part of national 

government for decades but either with parties from the left or the right ensuring a clear political 

color of the coalition. In Denmark and Switzerland, and to a lesser extent Austria, national 

government coalitions tend to be oversized, including many or all parties, and in Sweden the Social 

democratic party was dominant party for many decades and obtained a (absolute) majority of the 

votes and formed single-party governments with the support of the Communist Party. In other 
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words, when both national and regional governments tend to consist of multiparty coalitions or 

parties in government do not change then regional elections are not used by voters to send a signal 

to parties in national government and therefore second-order election effects tend to be muted or 

absent. Indeed, we may find the strongest second-order election effects in bipolar party systems 

with genuine government alternation at the regional and national level and where party competition 

is polarized (for example France and Greece). 

The findings with regard to the link between regional government and the extent of second-order 

election effects confirm the results found by studies which analyzed another type of second-order 

elections. European election research has repeatedly found that second-order election mechanisms 

are at play in elections to the European Parliament (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Reif, 1985; Marsh, 

1998; Hix and Marsh, 2007, 2011). These studies have also found that the loss for government 

parties is more noticeable in bipolar party systems (Reif, 1985) and countries with genuine 

alternation of parties in government (Marsh 1998). Most studies on punishing and rewarding 

political parties in a multilevel context have focused on the American continent: Canada (Gelineau 

and Belanger, 2004; Johnston and Cutler, 2003), the United States (Crew and Weiher, 1996; Niemi, 

Stanley and Vogel, 1995; Simon, 1989) and Argentina (Gelineau and Remmer, 2005). The federal 

state structure and the two-party systems in the Americas ensure that there is a clear division of 

tasks between the tier of governments and that responsibility for policies can be clearly attributed 

to one of the parties. The extent to which second-order election effects can be found in regional 

elections seems to relate to the extent to which voters can hold regional or national government 

accountable in the regional electoral arena.  

As the country chapters show, the nature of regional and national governments is important but 

there are also indications that the way in which competences are divided between national and 

regional government matter too. Skrinis writes in the Greek chapter that the duties and 
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responsibilities of the elected prefects and regional administrations are not clearly separated in the 

two metropolitan areas (Attica and Thessaloniki) and thereby a situation is created in which a voter 

cannot clearly attribute government responsibility across the tiers. Similarly, Gómez Fortes and 

Cabeza Perez report on Spanish survey data which indicate that voters do not know which tier of 

government is responsible for which policies.  

Related to the finding that clarity of responsibilities across tiers may impact on the vote are the 

observations on the role of regional elections and regional government in the composition of upper 

chambers. The way in which regional authority is exercised through shared rule via an upper 

chamber may import significant nationalization effects into regional election results. In three out 

of our 13 country sample we may find an upper chamber which is elected or appointed by regional 

parliaments or regional governments. In the Netherlands and Sweden the regional assemblies elect 

the representatives in the upper chamber of parliament and in both countries we may find 

nationalized regional elections either with or without second-order election effects. Especially the 

case of Sweden is interesting because the upper chamber was abolished in 1970. Berg and 

Oscarsson observe that before the 1970s, second-order election effects were practically absent 

whereas after 1970 and especially since the late 1980s government parties more often experience 

vote share losses in county council elections. In Germany, the Land governments elect 

representatives in a second chamber (Bundestag) which holds veto power on most federal 

legislation. The effects of German cooperative federalism on party politics has been researched 

extensively but one conclusion by Jeffery and Middleton stands out: ‘the integrative pull of 

cooperative federalism co-exists in the voter’s mind with the centrifugal pressures of Germany’s 

16 regional political systems (…) reflecting a differentiated form of multi-level statehood in 

Germany that is simultaneously unitarist and regionally diverse’. We think that this conclusion 

applies to all country chapters. Regional voting behavior moves on a regionalization-
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nationalization continuum and we have identified several ‘centripetal’ (top-down approach) and 

‘centrifugal’ (bottom up approach) factors which eventually lead to different degrees and forms of 

nationalization of regional elections.  

We think that the three factors discussed in this section are the most important ‘centrifugal’ factors 

for regional election outcomes since they were recognized in several country chapters. Table 15.3 

summarizes the factors which come to the fore via the bottom-up approach. The list is not complete, 

though. Some authors have identified additional factors which await further analysis. To give one 

example, Dandoy points to the relevance of a split media landscape in Belgium which supports and 

maintains a regionally divided party system. The opposite happened in Switzerland as documented 

by Bochsler and Wasserfallen. Media outlets have increasingly started to cover German- and 

French-speaking cantons at the expense of local and cantonal newspapers and the emergence of a 

new political cleavage around issues of immigration and European integration have contributed to 

a nationalization of the vote. For reasons of space we refer to the country chapters for those readers 

who want to inform themselves on all the variables which have been identified by the authors as 

contributing to the regionalization or nationalization of the vote.  

 

Table 15.3 around here 

 

15.5. The way ahead 

 

An obvious first avenue for further research would be to systematically explore the effects of the 

‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ variables which are identified with the help of the top-down and 

bottom-up approach. This book presents the data which allows us to pursue this research agenda 

(and which we will do elsewhere) with respect to electoral rules and regional government. What is 
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lacking, though, is comparative data on internal party organization in a cross-country, cross-

regional and cross-time perspective (for a good attempt but on a limited scale see Detterbeck and 

Hepburn, 2012 and Fabre, 2008; on this point also see Fabre and Swenden, 2013). We hope that 

the country studies and data presented in the country excel files will spark off a fruitful research 

agenda on regional elections.  

In this final section we would like to address two further issues which come to the fore in several 

country chapters and which also affect the study of elections in general. The first issue concerns 

the limitations of aggregate electoral data. The main research question we addressed in this book 

asks whether regional elections are regionalized or nationalized. As we noted in the introduction 

to the book, looking at aggregate election results will not allow us to reveal the considerations 

regional voters might have when they cast their vote. By operationalizing congruence of the vote 

in multiple ways and by using various kinds of indicators we tried to get the most out of the 

aggregate data. Party system congruence can be broken down into electorate and election 

congruence (see above for definitions) which enable the researcher to identify the main causes for 

diverging regional and national party systems. We may find party systems to diverge because 

electorates have different preferences or because voters switch their vote between elections. 

Different preferences of electorates can often be related to territorial and sociological cleavages 

with respect to language, history or economy. Dual voting or vote switching, however, may indicate 

nationalization or regionalization of regional elections. Here two additional indicators may be of 

help. When second-order election effects play a role we expect to observe vote shares switches 

from parties in national government to parties in national opposition. However, when dual voting 

arises out of regional identities or regional issues we would expect vote shares for non-statewide 

parties to increase.  
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One should be careful in taking the electoral strength of non-statewide parties as direct evidence 

for regionalized election behavior. A prediction of the second-order election model is that small 

parties gain vote share in regional elections and most non-statewide parties are small parties, 

particular in a national context. Hence, we proposed to look at the ideology of those non-statewide 

parties in order to provide additional evidence for regionalization. The clearest example whereby 

non-statewide parties are indicative of regionalized regional elections are regionalist parties which 

explicitly mobilize the regional electorate on the basis of more government powers for the region 

or even secession from the state. However, the country chapters have shown that other kinds of 

regionally based parties may point to regionalized election behavior as well. An example is given 

by Berg and Oscarsson in the case of Sweden where we may find healthcare parties in several 

counties which specifically mobilize the regional voter on the issue of centralization of healthcare 

services to the capitals of the counties. The healthcare parties do not participate in national elections 

and given that hospitals are almost completely run by the county councils we may safely assume 

that the healthcare parties are a sign of regionalized election behavior. 

On the other hand, the case of Sweden also points out that we still should be careful not to jump to 

conclusions on the basis of aggregate election data. When we calculate average dissimilarity scores 

over all regional elections we find a difference of 3.2 per cent between Swedish national and 

regional elections. This is by far the lowest figure for all our thirteen countries (averages are all 

above eight per cent; see table 15.1). This finding is not so surprising given that all local, regional, 

and national elections are held on the same date since 1970. What is surprising though is that Berg 

and Oscarsson look at individual survey data from election studies which show that ticket-splitters 

between national and county elections have increased from six per cent in 1970 to 27 per cent in 

2010 (see figure 12.2). Therefore, we strongly advise to use individual survey data while 

interpreting aggregate election results.  
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Nevertheless, in this book we decided to focus on aggregate electoral outcomes rather than on 

individual voter surveys for several reasons. First, we asked the authors to cite regional election 

studies when available and it appears that voter surveys are especially rare for regional elections. 

In addition, most national election surveys do not allow for a regional breakdown because often 

there are too few respondents per region. Moreover, different questions are asked in different 

surveys which significantly hamper comparison. Second, most regional election surveys are of 

recent dates whereas the institutional and political context at the regional and national level has 

changed quite dramatically over the past four decades. In order to be able to study the effects of 

these changes on electoral behavior we have to rely on macro level outcomes. Thirdly, there is still 

a lot gain from a macro level approach as we hopefully have shown in this book. Conducting 

surveys among voters is expensive and time consuming. In order to make these surveys more 

effective and efficient we need to gain further insights into the territorial heterogeneity of the vote 

and the factors that might impact on the vote so that we can better target voters and ask better 

questions. 

The second issue we would like to raise involves the ‘orderness’ of elections. Several authors 

question whether regional elections should be conceived as ‘third-order elections’ rather than 

second-order elections. The most direct and strongest evidence for ‘orderness’ of elections is 

reported by Rose and Hansen for Norway. In the local election study of 1999, voters were asked to 

indicate which kind of election is most important to them. Only two per cent of the respondents 

said that county council elections were most important whereas 72 per cent indicated that 

parliamentary elections were most important and 27 per cent conceived municipal council elections 

as most important. When asked how important voters perceived county council elections to be, 53 

per cent of all respondents indicated that they were of little or no importance while only 10 per cent 

responded that they were of great importance. Schakel uses turnout data as an indicator on how 
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important Dutch voters find a particular kind of election. He finds that before 1987, provincial 

turnout has been consistently higher (up to seven per cent) than local turnout. However, since 1987 

turnout for provincial elections has been between four and 13 per cent lower than for local elections. 

In this book we compare the regional vote to the vote cast in election to the lower house of 

parliament with the assumption that the latter are often conceived to be the most important elections 

by voters. Escalona, Labouret, and Vieira rightfully question this assumption in their chapter on 

France. They draw on turnout data to show that presidential elections are probably the first-order 

election: in 2007, voter turnout in the first round of the presidential election was 85.3 per cent 

whereas it was 61 per cent in the first round of the legislative elections held a few weeks later.  

The issue of ‘orderness’ of elections has been raised earlier by scholars who analyzed and compared 

several types of second-order elections (Heath et al., 1999; Rallings and Thrasher, 2005; Skrinis 

and Teperoglou, 2008). Heath et al. (1999) studied the (almost) simultaneous local and European 

elections in the United Kingdom and the results of their analysis induced Heath et al. (1999, p.391) 

to suggest that ‘If the elections to the European Parliament are regarded as second-order, then we 

might think of elections to local councils as “one and three-quarters order”’. The in-depth country 

studies presented in this book clearly show that the extent of second-order election effects in 

regional elections differs widely and the findings in the chapters also question whether a second-

order election perspective is the most appropriate framework for the study on regional elections. 

The question on ‘orderness’ of elections goes beyond researching the conditions under which 

regional elections retain first- or second-order election effects. We think that this question opens 

up a whole new research agenda on multilevel electoral systems or multilevel party systems.  

Multilevel party systems are characterized by a dispersion of elections and authority across several 

tiers of government. According to Swenden and Maddens (2009b, p.6) ‘the multilevel party system 

brings together a statewide party system which emerges from statewide elections and a set of 
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regional party systems reflecting the outcome for regional elections’. A full understanding of party 

competition in federalized party systems ‘requires consideration of these separate party 

subsystems, as well as the interactions between them’ (Gibson and Suarez-Cao, 2010, p.37). By 

approaching elections from a multilevel party system perspective we arrive at new and interesting 

research questions. For example, when and how do voters make use of the opportunities of voice 

provided by the various types of elections? To what extent do voters hold regional, national, or 

European government responsible across electoral arenas? But we may also arrive at normative 

questions: when regional elections are found to be third-order elections it might reveal a 

subnational democratic deficit in analogy to the democratic deficit in the European Union. Given 

the rise in the number of subnational and supranational (European) elections combined with 

increasing authority at both the subnational and supranational (European) level the study of 

multilevel party systems and the study on elections beyond national ones becomes increasingly 

more important.  
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15. Conclusion 



436 
 

Table 15.1: Overview of regional electoral behavior in thirteen West European countries 

Country Region 

Territoriality in the vote Top-down approach  Bottom-up approach  
(vote share differences) (nationalization) (regionalization) 
Congruence of the vote Second order election 

effects 
Regional effects 

Party 
system 

Electorate Election Turnout Vote share 
change 

Gov. NSWP strength 

NN-RR NN-NR NR-RR gap Gov. Opp. Cong. Reg. Nat. 

Austria Länder 16.06 9.06 10.26 –4.93 –2.37 2.10 39.26 0.05 0.00 
Belgium Gemeenschappen/Gewesten 52.10 50.00 9.22 –2.11 –0.96 –0.18 56.81 100.00 100.00 
Denmark Amter/Region 15.86 8.37 12.08 –14.23 0.71 0.45 44.00 0.00 0.00 
 Faroe Islands/Greenland 100.00 100.00 100.00 17.00 ― ― 100.00 100.00 100.00 
France Régions 21.19 11.20 18.75 –7.99 –6.39 1.54 XXX 1.51 0.43 
Germany Länder 20.20 16.21 8.02 –11.01 –2.98 2.63 56.17 7.96 6.77 
Greece Nomoi/Peripheries 13.48 7.70 13.27 –6.53 –4.02 1.09 50.03 0.00 0.00 
Italy Regioni a statuto ordinare 18.90 11.67 13.70 –4.72 –1.27 –0.68 28.25 2.82 2.72 
 Regioni a statuto speciale 27.98 24.79 19.42 –5.92 –1.31 –1.77 XXX 27.03 18.76 
Netherlands Provincies 15.13 9.50 10.20 –20.27 –1.99 1.36 40.79 1.33 0.00 
Norway Fylker 15.05 12.35 9.12 –16.21 –4.00 2.39 60.99 0.37 0.12 
Spain Comunidades autonomas (non-

historic) 18.58 14.46 8.92 –5.13 –6.99 –0.06 40.37 9.02 6.62 

 Comunidades autonomas (historic) 42.87 30.70 13.79 –7.20 –8.54 2.72 74.06 32.26 29.41 
Sweden Län 9.85 9.04 3.15 –1.71 –0.15 –0.47 30.30 0.31 0.00 
Switzerland Cantons 29.44 35.08 17.58 2.31 –6.05 –1.59 28.64 0.42 0.19 
United 
Kingdom 

Countries and London 24.89 10.64 12.84 –15.92 –17.46 3.75 66.91 26.84 28.58 
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Notes: Shown are average scores for all regions and all elections since 1970. Turnout gap = difference in turnout between regional and national 

elections; Gov. = parties in national government; Opp. = parties in national opposition; Gov. Cong. = congruence between regional and national 

government; NSWP Reg. and Nat. = Non-statewide party strength in regional and national elections. An explanation on the operationalization of the 

variables is provided in section 1.5 of the introduction to this book.
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Table 15.2: Classification of regional elections in Western Europe 

Nationalized Mixed Regionalized 

Austria Denmark (proper) Belgium 
France Germany Denmark (Faroe islands and Greenland) 
Greece Italy (ordinary regions) Italy (special regions) 

Netherlands Spain (non-historic regions) Spain (historic regions) 
Norway Sweden Switzerland 

  United Kingdom 
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Table 15.3: Bottom-up approach: variables affecting the regional vote 

Statewide parties Electoral rules Regional government 

Internal party organization Rules translating votes into seats Coalition government 
Party ideology Size and boundaries of electoral districts Role of upper chamber 

 Presidential lists and majority bonus  
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