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Introduction  

Political institutions shape social choices, yet they are themselves the overt 

product of political choices.  Sometimes many of these choices are made simultaneously 

at moments of constitutional formation.  At other times, the choices are shaped through 

incremental adjustments to established rules.  Such changes in political institutions do not 

arise in a vacuum, but from political debate and struggle (Taagepera and Shugart 1989: 

234).  One of the major reasons for such struggles is that institutions are not only 

elements of the polity, but also impact on policy outcomes.  Knowing this, and having 

some expectations concerning how outcomes may change under different rule structures, 

legislators will choose institutions with an eye to the outcomes each produces (Riker 

1980; Sheplse and Weingast 1981).  The attention legislators pay to anticipating changing 

outcomes is especially keen in light of what Tsebelis calls the redistributive consequences 

of some institutions (Tsebelis 1990:110-115).  That is, some institutional changes may 

alter who wins and who loses.  The political consequences of electoral systems offer 

perhaps the most graphic example of this kind of redistributive effect with potentially 

clear winners and losers, but the argument can apply to many (and for Knight 1992 

almost all) political institutions. 

A number of consequences follow on from this basic insight.  First, given that 

legislators will be extremely reluctant to alter rules that allow them to govern, we expect 

that changes in such institutions should be rare, and unwelcome (Fishburne 1986).  This 

is especially likely to be the case if legislators are unsure of the consequences of rule 

changes, for the costs of getting it wrong could be quite high.  A second consequence is 

that issues of winning and losing are likely to be at the fore in shaping legislative 

attitudes to institutional changes.  This assessment has been advanced to explain choices 

about voting rules in Korea (Brady and Mo 1990), Germany (Bawn 1993), and for the 

European Parliament (Garrett 1992).  Similar portraits of elite preferences have been 

offered to explain support for direct democracy (Bowler, Donovan, and Karp 2002), New 

electoral rules in Spain (Gunther 1989:838) and British Columbia (Angus 1953).  In each 

study, competing elites press for rules that will benefit them. 
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Using data collected from elite surveys in Germany and New Zealand, we 

examine how candidates view mixed electoral systems and the outcomes they produce. 

Both countries share essentially the same electoral system (New Zealand having 

modelled its system after Germany) but differ in their length of experience. While 

Germany’s experience dates back to the 1950s, New Zealand’s is far more recent, having 

held just three elections since it was first implemented in 1996. Although debates about 

electoral reform have occurred in both countries, we anticipate that there will be greater 

acceptance in Germany than New Zealand. Within each country we anticipate that 

candidates of large parties will be less likely than the ones of small parties to support 

arrangements which produce proportional outcomes and lead to coalition government.  

We also explore other hypotheses based on additional independent variables available 

from the surveys, such as incumbency, ideology, and attitudes about the nature of 

representation. We begin with a description of how the mixed system works and the 

politics of electoral reform in each country and then consider the factors that might 

influence attitudes toward the system.  

 

The Mixed Member Proportional Electoral System  

 Germany and New Zealand share an electoral system that combines two 

principles of decision, proportional representation (PR) and first-past-the-post (FPP), in 

the way that the seat share of each party is determined by the PR vote (party vote) while a 

fixed number of MPs are chosen in single-member constituencies (candidate vote). These 

mixed electoral systems are considered by some to be “the best of both worlds” because 

they combine single member district representation with proportional outcomes (Shugart 

and Wattenberg 2001). They have become increasingly popular as means of election to 

legislative assemblies.  

 In both countries, parties need five per cent of the party vote nation-wide or 

plurality in a defined minimum of constituencies to qualify for seats in parliament. In 

Germany, the 598 regular Bundestag seats are distributed among all parties that have 

either received five per cent of the party vote or that have won the plurality of votes in 

three constituencies. In New Zealand, a party qualifies for the distribution of the 120 

regular seats by either five per cent of the party vote or by winning just one constituency 
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seat. Seats are distributed by the share of party votes according to the Sainte-Laguë 

formula (New Zealand) or the Hare-Niemeyer formula (Germany; technically identical 

with Hare quota and largest remainder). In both countries, each party’s seats are given to 

their respective constituency winners first (Germany: 299 seats equals 50% of all seats; 

New Zealand: 67 eq. 56%), and successively to the parties’ list candidates (on closed 

party lists in both countries). If there are more constituency winners of a party than the 

party qualified for by the party vote nation-wide (New Zealand) or in one of the Länder 

(Germany), these constituency winners get overhang seats (Überhangmandate), so the 

actual number of seats in parliament might be slightly higher than the regular number of 

seats. There have been several elections with overhang seats in Germany, especially since 

unification (1990), but so far none in New Zealand. 

 

Evolution of the German Electoral System 

 Germany’s post-war electoral system is often referred to as a ‘personalized PR 

system’ (personalisierte Verhältniswahl). It came about as a compromise between the 

four political parties sitting in the electoral law committee of the constitutional assembly 

in 1948/49 (Sternberger/Vogel 1969:285ff.; Scarrow 2001:55ff.). All parties agreed on 

the importance to develop a fair electoral system that is however also able to hinder 

splinter parties from political representation and that will eventually create a party system 

with fewer parties than in the Weimar Republic. Partisan self-interest determined the 

debate. While, due to an anticipated structural majority, the conservative CDU/CSU 

favoured a plurality system or a parallel system with a majority of MPs to be elected in 

single-member constituencies (SMC), the Social Democrats and the small parties 

promoted different PR variants to secure their political influence. In the end, an SPD 

proposal to combine plurality and PR became law. The result was a system that is very 

similar to today’s MMP electoral system. The 1949 electoral law had 60% SMC and 40% 

list seats (and only one vote counted twice), a five percent threshold on the regional 

(Länder) level or one constituency seat as requirements for seat distributed on the Länder 

level. There have been important changes of the electoral system in 1953 (from now on: 

two votes, 50% SMC and 50% list seats; five per cent threshold applied on the national 

level) and in 1956 (three constituency seats required; votes counted and seats distributed 
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first on the national and then—based on the number and not the share of party votes—on 

the Länder level), plus a minor change in 1985 (switch from the d’Hondt to the Hare-

Niemeyer formula). Except for the 1990 election for which the electoral system has been 

applied twice (in the West and in the East), Germany’s MMP electoral system has 

remained basically unchanged since 1956 (Nohlen 2000:304ff.). 

Even though the electoral law is a regular law that could be changed by simple 

plurality in parliament, the fact that it remained basically untouched ever since its 

introduction seems to have made it an integral part of Germany’s political system. Yet, 

quite a few political scientists repeatedly promoted a plurality system (Nohlen 

1978:310ff.) and a number of politicians, particularly from the CDU/CSU, have taken 

steps to change it in the early 1950s, and during the 1960s. Interestingly enough, 

however, the electoral system remained unchanged even when the CDU/CSU had an 

absolute majority in parliament from 1957 to 1961. And even when the two major 

German parties SPD and CDU/CSU formed a Grand Coalition from 1966 to 1969, they 

did not touch the electoral law. The redistributive consequences of the introduction of a 

plurality or of a parallel system were considered being too risky, especially for the small 

parties, but also for the SPD. 

If we disregard the unification period in which almost all aspects of the political 

system have been discussed, it is primarily the overhang seat rule that has recently 

received some attention (Grotz 2000). The 1994 election resulted in a record of 16 

Überhangmandate, the 1998 election in 13, and the 2002 election in five. Yet, Über-

hangmandate have so far not manufactured a majority for a coalition or a party. Further, 

the constituency reform and the reduction of seats from 656 to 598 that took effect in 

2002 have reduced the likelihood of overhang seats that are caused by a rather complex 

combination of factors such as strong third parties (like the PDS in the eastern Länder) 

and significant differences in electoral participation (which has especially been the case 

between East and West in 1994 and 2002). However, as long as overhang seats will not 

decide an election, a broad political debate about them is not likely to get started. 
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Politics of Electoral Reform in New Zealand 

 In 1993, voters in New Zealand approved a referendum changing its electoral 

system from first past the post (FPP) to the German-style mixed-member proportional 

(MMP). Once described by Lijphart (1984:16) as a “virtually perfect example of the 

Westminster model,” New Zealand’s switch to proportional representation (PR) is a 

radical change toward a system somewhat closer to Lijphart's “consensus” model of 

democracy (see Vowles et al. 1995). 

 The story of the events leading to electoral system change in New Zealand has 

been told in numerous places (Jackson and McRobie 1998 is the most comprehensive 

source, but see also Vowles, 1995; Boston et al. 1996). Among the accounts, partisan 

self-interest was considered to be one of the factors responsible for shaping attitudes 

about electoral system change. Although both of the major parties were successful in 

gaining representation and control of government under FPP, the National party appeared 

to benefit more than the Labour party. In 1978 and again in 1981 the National party 

succeeded in winning a majority of the seats even though Labour had received more 

votes. By 1993, Labour had held office for only 12 of the previous 44 years (Lamare and 

Vowles 1996). These results underscore the success that National had in retaining 

government and explain why there was little support for electoral reform within the 

National party. In contrast, some members of the Labour elite, notably former Prime 

Minister Geoffrey Palmer, were instrumental in setting the agenda for electoral reform 

(Jackson and McRobie 1998). Empirical studies of the 1993 binding referendum confirm 

that partisan rational self interest was a motivating factor that shaped voter's and parties' 

willingness to change the rules of the game (Lamare and Vowles 1996; Levine and 

Roberts 1993). Yet MMP did not pay off for Labour in 1996. In a parliament of 120 

seats, Labour won a total of 31 seats (26 constituency) on 28.2 percent of the vote to 

Nationals 33.8 percent (30 constituency and 14 list seats). But in 1999, National was 

defeated, receiving just 30.5 percent of the vote. In contrast, Labour received 38.7 percent 

of the vote and was able to form a coalition with a smaller party to its left, the Alliance. 

With over ten percentage points on average separating the two main parties in the 

constituencies, Labour on its own would almost certainly have had a substantial 

parliamentary majority under FPP. Nationals lost eight constituency seats but its losses in 
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the constituencies were offset by a gain of six list seats. In 2002, National suffered its 

worst loss in its 66 year history. National's party vote was reduced to 21 percent, and it 

lost another constituency seat and nine list seats. On the other hand, Labour while 

consolidating its support failed to achieve a majority, receiving 41.3 percent of the vote 

giving the party a total of 52 out of 120 seats in parliament. The result was Labour 

forming another minority government with the Progressive Coalition which won two 

seats, lead by Jim Anderton who formed the party after leaving the Alliance. As it had 

done with the Greens in 1999, Labour managed to reach a deal on confidence and supply 

with with the centrist, Christian-focused United Future, which won eight seats. 

 The 1993 vote on the referendum to change the electoral system indicated that 

supporters and opponents of MMP were largely divided on the basis of who stood to win 

and lose from the change in the system. Labour voters, whose party was in opposition, 

along with those supporting small parties were more likely to vote for the referendum 

while National voters voted largely against. Partisan self-interest would continue to shape 

attitudes toward MMP for years to come. Prior to the first election in 1996, a majority of 

New Zealanders expressed support for the system. But enthusiasm for the new electoral 

system soon faded. In October of 1996, when the first election was held under MMP, 42 

per cent favoured the new system while just 31 per cent supported the old first-past-the-

post system. Following the election, support dropped most crucially among Labour and 

Alliance voters who had provided the core support for electoral change in 1993 (Vowles 

et al. 1998, 206-207). For neither group could the election outcome have matched pre-

election expectations. National managed to return to power forming a coalition with New 

Zealand First who held the balance of power after the election. New Zealand First 

exploited its position, entering into protracted coalition talks with both National and 

Labour that lasted for almost two months. In the end, MMP delivered a coalition of 

National and New Zealand First a result that neither party’s voters wanted nor expected 

(Miller 1998). Dissatisfaction with the coalition government also indirectly affected 

support for MMP by increasing the preference for single party government (Karp and 

Bowler 2001). Eighteen months later, the coalition collapsed and in 1999 Labour and the 

Alliance received enough votes to form a coalition government. After the 1999 election a 

majority of Labour voters still failed to express support for MMP compared to just 23 
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percent of National voters. By the middle of the Labour-Alliance coalition term, 

however, a majority of New Zealanders were apparently supporting MMP once more 

(Vowles et al. 2002, 163). Following the 2002 election, opinions about MMP softened 

somewhat, with Labour voters becoming less enthusiastic. Overall, 44 percent of the 

electorate expressed a willingness to retain MMP while 29 percent wanted to return to 

FPP. Others either prefer to try an alternative system or did not have an opinion on MMP. 

 

Hypotheses and Expectations 

 Given the rather dramatic change in electoral systems in New Zealand and its 

relatively brief experience with MMP, we anticipate that there will be greater controversy 

over electoral arrangements in New Zealand than in Germany. Although debates have 

occurred in both countries, there should be a greater willingness to change the rules of the 

game once Pandora’s box has been opened. In addition, New Zealand’s lack of 

experience with proportional representation and coalition governments should influence 

how elites view the new system.  

 Within each country, we anticipate that partisan self-interest is likely to play a 

role in shaping elite attitudes. Based on our assumption of strategic rationality, the elites 

of large parties, in particular if they are enjoying a structural majority, and those of 

parties with a cadre party history, should be less in favour of the MMP system, while the 

elites of minor parties and those with a mass membership party history are expected to be 

more favourable. On an individual level, we expect incumbents and members of 

underrepresented groups and those on the left of the ideological spectrum in both 

countries to support the current MMP system while first-time candidates and majoritarian 

and conservative party elites are expected to be more critical. Finally, we anticipate that 

those who believe that parliament should be more diverse should prefer MMP to a 

plurality system. Below, we describe the basis for these hypotheses in more detail: 

 

a. Minor Parties 

 We expect the elites of minor parties to be more enthusiastic about MMP than 

those of the two major parties in each system, because these parties would have difficulty 

gaining parliamentary representation under a FPP rule. In Germany, minor parties 
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traditionally cannot win direct mandates. This situation changed only as a result of re-

unification, and only modestly.  In the last German federal election in 2002, the three 

minor parties represented in parliament – the Greens, the liberal FDP and the post-

communist PDS – together received 20,0 percent of the votes, but could win only three 

constituencies, two for the PDS and one for the Greens. These three seats amount to 1.0 

percent of the 300 direct mandates.  

The situation in New Zealand is very much the same. In 1990, small parties such 

as New Labour, Greens, and Christian Heritage received 17.7 percent of the vote, but 

garnered only one percent of the seats in Parliament. In 1993, small parties received just 

over 30 percent while gaining only 4 percent of the seats. In the three elections under 

proportional representation, these parties fared much better, in a 120-seat Parliament 

gaining 33 seats in 1996, 32 seats in 1999 and 31 seats in 2002. 

 

b. Structural Majority 

 Electoral history seems to suggest that the major conservative party is more likely 

to win in FPP races in both countries, than is Labour or the Social-Democrats. If we 

consider the German federal elections after the second world war, that is from 1949 on, 

the CDU/CSU could win a plurality of votes in ten elections, the SPD in two, and the two 

parties came out about equally strong once – in the most recent election of 2002. In New 

Zealand, the situation is somewhat less clear cut. Between 1946 and 1990, under the FPP 

rule, Labour and National could win a majority of votes in eight elections each, which 

however translated into five Labour governments as compared to eleven National 

governments.  SPD and Labour elites are therefore expected to be more likely to embrace 

the MMP system than their CDU/CSU and National counterparts. 

 

c. Candidate Selection 

 How party elites are evaluating the rules of the game is also expected to be 

influenced, to some degree, by the kind of party organisation they belong to. Candidates 

who belong to parties with a hierarchical organisation may be more comfortable with the 

idea of a strong party which decides upon the sequence of candidates on the list (which is 

one element of the MMP system as it is applied in New Zealand and Germany) then for 
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members of weaker or looser party organisations. Moreover, those who believe that 

candidate selection should be more democratised should be less supportive of an MMP 

system that relies on closed party lists.  

 Candidate selection is also an important factor in influencing the diversity of 

parliament. As comparative research has demonstrated, party lists enhance the 

representation of women (Darcy, Welch and Clark 1994; Rule 1994). In New Zealand, 

one of the justifications made by the Royal Commission on the Electoral System was that 

the change to MMP along with the preservation of Maori electorates would enhance 

Maori representation. Regardless of whether one personally stands to benefit, the 

importance that one places on descriptive representation should influence preferences for 

electoral systems. Therefore those who believe that parliament should be more diverse 

should prefer proportional representation systems.  

 

d. Incumbency 

 Compared to some variant of a FPP system, MMP makes incumbent MPs more 

secure, because it does not encourage such major changes in parliamentary representation 

as can occur under FPP. FPP elections tend to give more seats per vote to the largest 

parties, and where there is a large swing from one of two major parties to the other, the 

movement of seats will be even larger. Under MMP, seats’ shares follow votes more 

closely, and being an MP is therefore a somewhat more secure and predictable position. 

We therefore expect, in both systems, former MPs to favour MPP more strongly than 

first-time candidates. 

 

e. Minorities 

 Also consistent with a rational self-interest explanation, underrepresented groups 

such as women and – in the New Zealand case – Maori might also be more supportive of 

the MPP system. Under FPP, Maori representation was primarily confined to the four 

Maori electorates. Under MMP, the number of Maori electorates are allowed to vary on 

the basis of their enrolment rather than remaining fixed at four. Not only does MMP 

guarantee that Maori representation is proportionate to those wishing to register on the 
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Maori roll, it provides an opportunity for Maori to increase their representation beyond 

proportionality through additional party list seats.  

Along with increased Maori representation, women also stood to benefit. In the 

New Zealand elections of 1996 and 1999, women’s representation increased significantly 

up from 21 percent in 1993 to 31 percent in 1999. However in 2002, the proportion of 

women fell slightly to 28 percent. By comparative standards, the proportion of women is 

twice that of the US and similar to that of Germany and other western European countries 

but lower than the Scandinavian countries where women exceed 40 percent. In the 2002 

Bundestag, one in every three German MPs is a woman. Their current proportion of 33 

percent represents a record high after 31 percent in 1998. There is a clear left-right divide 

between the parties though. Only the Greens offer a majority of their mandates to woman 

(58%); the SPD comes in second with 38 percent; the liberal FDP arrives at 28 percent; 

and the conservative CDU/CSU group is far behind with only 23 percent of women. (As 

the PDS has only two directly elected members it does not, for the time being, enjoy what 

is called Fraktionsstatus). A perhaps rather superficial explanation of these biased 

proportions is the different quotas that the various groups apply: regional party lists 

(Länderlisten) of the green party need to have 50 percent women occupying all uneven 

places (including first places) in each of the 16 Länder. The quotas are 40 and 33 percent 

respectively for SPD and CDU lists.  

 

f. Values and Ideology 

 In addition to electoral outcomes, more abstract value concerns are likely to 

influence attitudes toward the electoral system, independent of partisanship. In New 

Zealand’s political culture runs a strong vein of democratic populism. Expectations that 

parties make and keep election promises are high. Similarly, a concern for fairness is also 

strong and, indeed, evaluations of system fairness have been found to have had a strong 

impact on support for electoral system change in the 1993 referendum that gave it a 

mandate (Banducci and Karp 1999). Turning to Germany, the electoral system has been a 

constant over many decades. There is hardly any counterfactual in peoples’ minds to 

which they could compare the current system – if we disregard for a moment the GDR 

semi-competitive electoral system which many Easterners of course still remember. But 
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the Einheitsliste – Eastern style – does not really qualify as a free and fair electoral  

system to compare with. 

 But this is not to say that Germany does not know value-based or ideological 

factors influencing the evaluation of the electoral system. We can get a taste of it by 

applying an analogy to the economic sphere. Right-wingers seem to strongly appreciate 

the market mechanism, winner-takes-it-all outcomes, and one-on-one competitions. The 

Left, on the other hand, might be said to be more in favour of planning, proportionality, 

and a corporate struggle between societal camps. In a nutshell, and ceteris paribus, left-

wingers are therefore expected to support some variant of PR while their competitors on 

the right should favour a more majoritarian system.  

 

Data 
 To test these hypotheses we rely on data collected from surveys of parliamentary 

candidates in Germany and New Zealand. In both countries, postal surveys were sent 

after the 2002 elections to all candidates representing parties that had gained 

parliamentary representation. The questionnaire included a battery of items measuring 

attitudes toward the electoral system that were replicated in both countries.1 Due to the 

high number of candidates in Germany’s 2002 general election (n=3542), questionnaires 

were sent to candidates of parties represented in the Bundestag that ran in the single 

member constituencies (n=1468). Of these candidates (n=1030), 70 percent also ran on a 

party list, and these candidates made up 58 per cent of all list candidates (of these 

parties). The original questionnaire was mailed to all 1468 candidates on November 24, 

2002. A first reminder (with a fresh copy of the questionnaire) was mailed three weeks 

thereafter, and a final one (postcard) on February 7. The overall return rate was 51% 

(n=746 candidates), 28% in the first wave, 19% in the second, and 4% in the last. The 

return rate differed by party ranging from 40% for the CDU to 59% for the FDP. Based 

on the post-election status, we have been able to interview 226 MPs (38%), ranging from 

35% of the CSU MPs up to 100% of the (two) PDS MPs. Slightly more than half of the 

MPs (53%) have been elected in SMCs, 47% are list MPs.  

                                                 
1 For more information about the questionnaires, see http://www.nzes.org/2002/nzes2002_candidate.pdf 
and http://www.mzes.uni-mannheim.de/projekte/gcs/homepage_e.html. 
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 The New Zealand candidate study surveyed all candidates of the eight parties 

gaining parliamentary representation regardless of whether they were standing as 

constituent or list MPs (n=512). The New Zealand Election Study (NZES) followed a 

similar method surveying candidates directly after the election and following up with two 

reminders. The overall response rate of 59 percent (n=304) distributed among the parties 

as follows: ACT 58%, Alliance 62%, Green 72%, Labour 54%;, National 45%, New 

Zealand First 52%, Progressive Coalition 62% and United Future 65%.  

 

Bivariate Results 

 As an initial look at system support, we consider in Table 1 how satisfied elites 

are with the way democracy works in their country. The overall distributions are virtually 

identical in both countries, indicating that about two thirds are either very or fairly 

satisfied while about a third express dissatisfaction with the way democracy works. In 

New Zealand, support is highest among the Labour party, reflecting its status as the 

largest party in New Zealand. The Greens are among the most dissatisfied, with nearly 

two thirds expressing dissatisfaction. There is a gap of about 16 percent between Labour 

and National, who suffered its worst performance in the 2002 election. In Germany, in 

contrast, there is not much of a gap, if any, between the two largest parties; however both 

parties do express stronger satisfaction than any of the smaller parties. Of the small 

parties, the PDS is the most cynical, with eight out of every ten candidates expressing 

dissatisfaction with the way democracy works.  

(Table 1 here) 

 While elites in both countries exhibit similar levels of satisfaction with 

democracy, there is far greater support for coalition government in New Zealand than in 

Germany. In part this reflects the disintegration of the two party system in New Zealand 

and the emergence of many small parties competing for parliamentary representation. As 

Table 2 shows, among the two largest parties, the Labour party is most likely to favor 

coalition government. In Germany, the level of support for coalition government among 

the SPD is virtually identical to Labour with a sight majority of 52 percent favoring 

coalition government over single party government. Like their counterparts in the 

National party, the CDU/CSU expresses strong support for single party government with 
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nearly two thirds preferring single party government. The figures suggest that the parties 

on the right express stronger support for single party government while the large  

parties on the left, while remaining somewhat more divided over the question, tend to 

support coalition government. 

(Table 2 here) 

 To evaluate the fairness of the system, we rely on a question that forces 

respondents to consider how MMP compares to plurality systems. In the New Zealand 

case, the question asks respondents to compare MMP to the previous FPP system while 

in Germany, respondents were asked whether MMP is much fairer than the plurality 

systems used in Britain and the United States. Despite the slight changes in question 

wording, the results indicate a consensus among candidates, with about 85 percent 

agreeing that MMP was more fair than plurality systems. Nevertheless, the overall levels 

of support do vary across parties. Figure 1 shows how ideology is related to these 

attitudes. The parties are placed on the x axis on the basis of their candidates’ mean 

responses to a question asking respondents to place themselves on a left right continuum 

ranging from 0 to 10. Overall, ideology accounts for about 65 percent of the variance in 

the proportion of those who agree that MMP is more fair than FPP. National and ACT, a 

party that advocates liberal policies are furthest to the right and are also the least 

supportive, while the Greens (in both countries) and the Alliance and PDS are furthest to 

the left and the most supportive. In Germany, the CDU/CSU is furthest to the right and is 

also the least supportive while Labour and SPD both occupy a position to the left of 

center and have similar attitudes about the fairness of the system. 

(Figure 1 here) 
 
 To evaluate overall support for electoral reform we asked candidates whether the 

existing MMP system should be retained or replaced. In the case of New Zealand, 

candidates were asked whether MMP should be replaced with the previous FPP system or 

an alternative system (open ended). In Germany, candidates were offered a choice 

between a plurality system or a pure proportional system as used in the Netherlands or an 

alternative system (open ended). The results indicate that there is more controversy over 

the system in New Zealand than in Germany. The differences between the two countries, 

however, are not that large. In both cases, a majority of either two thirds or three fourths 
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favor retaining the existing MMP system. The responses to this question are similar to the 

previous measure of fairness, with those parties on the right preferring a plurality system 

over the MMP system. In Germany, candidates representing the smaller parties who 

support electoral reform favor a pure proportional system rather than an unspecified 

alternative. In New Zealand, the National party remains divided over retaining MMP or 

returning to FPP. Most of the candidates prefer trying a new system rather than returning 

to FPP. The ACT party appears largely as an outlier. As a small party it is the least 

supportive of MMP and the most supportive of the old FPP system.  

(Table 3 here) 

Multivariate Analysis 

 While these results so far suggest that self interest and ideology structure support 

for the system there are other factors that might also account for the responses. To 

evaluate competing explanations, we rely on a multivariate analysis. To test the 

incumbency hypothesis, we include a measure of whether candidates winning in the 

constituencies or via the list are more supportive of the system than those who were 

defeated. We also distinguish between small and large parties and whether candidates 

represent parties who are in government or in the opposition. As a measure of ideology, 

we rely on dummy variables representing those who placed themselves on one of the four 

furthest categories either on the right or the left, leaving those who consider themselves 

as moderates as the reference category. To examine whether attitudes about procedures 

structure support, we rely on a question that asks who should make the final decision over 

who is on the party list? Those who choose the voters are coded as “1” while those 

preferring either the party leadership, elected party delegates, or party members coded as 

“0”. In addition we use consider whether dissatisfaction with the way a candidate’s party 

draws up its party list structures support. Attitudes about how diverse parliament should 

be are based on a battery of questions asking whether women and other minorities 

deserve greater representation in parliament. In Germany, the item is based on a 

cumulative index based on four questions asking whether the proportion of Women, 

Turks, other Ethnic Minorities, or Homosexuals is too small (+2) or too large (-2). In 

New Zealand, candidates were asked simply whether there should be more MPs who are 

Maori, Women, Pacific Islanders, or Asians.  For comparison, both items have been 
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standardized on a scale from 0 to 1. We also include a measure of cynicism, based on the 

question of whether government is run by big interests. Finally, we include demographic 

variables such as age and education.   

Table 4 reports the results of a model predicting satisfaction with democracy. 

Since the dependent variable has five categories, we use a standard regression model as 

an estimator.2 In Germany there are significant differences between those on the left and 

moderates as well as those on the right. Those on the right appear to be most satisfied 

while those on the left are most dissatisfied. Small parties in Germany are also more 

likely to be dissatisfied while those in government are more satisfied. Procedure also 

makes a difference; those who believe that voters should decide the party list or those 

who believe the list is undemocratic are less satisfied with the system. Candidates who 

believe the system is run by big interests are also less satisfied. Finally, we also see that 

attitudes about descriptive representation influence satisfaction with democracy in 

Germany. In New Zealand, many of the coefficients are in the same direction but few are 

statistically significant. In part this reflects the smaller sample of candidates in the New 

Zealand data set. Nevertheless, with one exception all of those coefficients that are 

significant are in the same direction and have virtually the same size as the results in 

Germany. Among these, government party is one of the strongest predictors, indicating 

that winning is an important predictor of satisfaction. While the right was more satisfied 

in Germany, the right in New Zealand is equally dissatisfied as compared to the 

moderates. Cynicism and the belief that the party list is undemocratic are also significant 

predictors in New Zealand while attitudes about the diversity of parliament do not appear 

to have a strong influence. 

(Table 4 here) 

Table 5 reports the results of a model predicting preference for coalition 

government. The dependent variable is dichotomous so we have used logistic regression 

to estimate the results. We have included many of the same variables in this model, while 

dropping measures of procedure (i.e. party lists). Unlike the previous analysis, there are 

fewer consistent results across countries. The main similarity is that not surprisingly, 

candidates representing smaller parties are more likely to favor coalition government. In 

                                                 
2 Ordered logit produces similar results. For simplicity, we report the results from OLS. 
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Germany, candidates on the right are more likely to oppose coalition government while in 

New Zealand there is no significant effect, though the sign is in the same direction. 

Constituency winners in Germany are less likely to prefer coalition government in 

Germany than losers while there is no effect for party list winners. Finally women in 

Germany are more likely to prefer coalition government. In New Zealand, the sign for 

women is in the other direction.  

(Table 5 here) 

Table 6 shows the results of a model predicting fairness. In New Zealand, there 

are strong ideological differences while in Germany none exist. Small parties are also 

more likely to believe the system is fair in both countries. Education has a significant 

influence in New Zealand but not in Germany. One consistent result across the two 

countries concerns attitudes about diversity in parliament. In both countries, those who 

believe that parliament should be more diverse are more likely to believe that MMP is 

fairer than FPP. This reflects a realization in both countries that PR rules enhance 

descriptive representation. In Germany, constituency winners are less likely than losers to 

believe that MMP is fairer than FPP. While we anticipated that list MPs would be 

supportive of MMP than losers we find no support for this hypothesis. Dissatisfaction 

over the way the party list is put together influences attitudes in Germany and to a lesser 

extent New Zealand. While women’s representation has increased under MMP, we do not 

find that female candidates are more supportive than their male counterparts. In addition, 

Maori candidates are no more likely to see MMP as more fair than non-Maori candidates. 

These findings suggest that group based representation is not a factor influencing support 

for MMP.  

(Table 6 here) 

Discussion 

 Together these results provide support for the assumption that elite attitudes about 

electoral arrangements are governed by self-interest. For the most part, smaller parties 

prefer arrangements that assure they will achieve representation and prefer to have a say 

in a coalition government. Parties in government also appear to be more satisfied with the 

way democracy works and in Germany more likely to prefer coalition government and 

believe that MMP is more fair than FPP. While self-interest appears to be a factor it does 
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not extend to whether a candidate has won or lost. Winners and losers are equally 

satisfied with the way democracy works with one exception equally likely to believe that 

MMP is fairer than FPP.  

 Ideology also appears to structure support in largely consistent ways across both 

countries. For the most part, those on the right are more likely to prefer single party 

government and believe in winner take all rules while those on the left are more likely to 

believe in sharing power in a coalition government. Concerns over candidate selection 

are also a factor in shaping attitudes about the electoral system. Those who believe in 

greater democratization through open lists tend to be more critical of MMP.  Finally, 

while women and other minority candidates were expected to favor MMP, we find no 

significant differences. Nevertheless, those who believe that parliament should be more 

diverse are more likely to favor MMP.  

 We expected elites in New Zealand to be more critical of MMP than in Germany, 

which has a longer experience with the system. However, we find nearly identical levels 

of satisfaction in both countries and an even stronger preference for coalition government 

in New Zealand. This reflects in part the disintegration of the two party system in New 

Zealand as well as a great deal of dissatisfaction with single party government. Overall, 

elites in both countries express strong support for the existing system, indicating that the 

prospects for electoral reform in the future are probably unlikely. While about a third of 

the candidates in New Zealand prefer an alternative to MMP, there is no consensus 

among them on what type of system that would be. If there are changes to be made, they 

are most likely to be incremental.  
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Table 1: Satisfaction with the Way Democracy Works

Party
Very 

Satisfied
Fairly 

Satisfied

Not Very 
or at All 
Satisfied Party

Very 
Satisfied

Fairly 
Satisfied

Not Very 
or at All 
Satisfied 

Labour 23.4 70.2 6.4 SPD 11.0 77.2 11.8
National 8.6 54.3 37.1 Union 13.0 74.8 12.2
Alliance 2.6 52.6 44.7 Green 6.5 67.5 26.0
NZFirst 18.2 63.6 18.2 FDP 6.4 69.2 24.4
ACT 5.1 51.3 43.6 PDS/DKP 0.8 19.0 80.2
Green 1.9 35.8 62.3
Prog.Coal 5.3 76.3 18.4
United Future 7.9 78.9 13.2
Total 8.4 59.2 32.4 Total 7.3 61.7 31.0

New Zealand Germany



Table 2: Preference for Coalition Government

Party Single Party Coalition Party Single Party Coalition
Labour 34.8 54.3 SPD 47.6 52.4
National 62.9 37.1 Union 67.7 32.3
Alliance 7.5 92.5 Green 3.4 96.6
NZFirst 8.3 91.7 FDP 3.8 96.2
ACT 27.0 67.6 PDS/DKP 12.0 88.0
Green 0.0 100.0
Prog.Coal 0.0 100.0
United Future 0.0 97.4
Total 17.3 80.0 Total 46.3 53.7

New Zealand Germany



Figure 1: Relationship between Ideology and Fairness of Electoral System
New Zealand and Germany
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Table 3: Preferences for Electoral System

Party
Keep 
MMP

Return to 
FPP

Another 
system Party

A personalised 
proportional 
system with 

two votes, as it 
is now

A single 
member 
district 

system (as 
used in 
Britain)

A pure 
proportional 
System (as 
used in the 

Netherlands)
Another 
system

Labour 68.1 6.4 23.4 SPD 78.2 17.2 3.2 1.4
National 22.9 22.9 45.7 Union 72.8 22.3 3.2 1.8
Alliance 72.5 27.5 Green 77.8 0.0 19.0 3.2
NZFirst 83.3 8.3 8.3 FDP 73.6 3.8 18.9 3.8
ACT 51.4 24.3 13.5 PDS/DKP 51.7 0.0 31.0 17.2
Green 77.4 18.9
Prog.Coal 72.2 25.0
United Future 69.2 2.6 23.1
Total 64.2 7.4 24.1 Total 74.3 16.1 7.1 2.5

New Zealand Germany



Table 4: Satisfaction with Democracy: OLS Coefficients

B S.E. B S.E.
Constant 1.81 *** (0.30) -2.14 *** (0.17)
Left -0.14 (0.09) -0.25 *** (0.05)
Right -0.18 * (0.10) 0.20 ** (0.08)
Small party -0.02 (0.10) -0.16 *** (0.06)
Government party 0.34 *** (0.09) 0.30 *** (0.05)
List winner 0.06 (0.12) 0.04 (0.07)
Constituency winner 0.21 (0.14) -0.10 (0.08)
Education -0.05 (0.16) 0.00 (0.02)
Age (in 10s) 0.00 (0.03) -0.02 (0.02)
Voters should decide lists -0.11 (0.17) -0.17 ** (0.08)
Parliament should be more diverse -0.10 (0.10) -0.50 *** (0.13)
Government run by big interests -0.09 ** (0.03) -0.16 *** (0.02)
Party list is undemocratic -0.14 ** (0.06) -0.14 *** (0.04)
Female -0.06 (0.08) 0.05 (0.05)
Maori -0.11 (0.11)
n 276 722
Adj R 2 0.17 0.30
***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.10

GermanyNew Zealand



Table 5: Preference for Coalition Government: Logistic Regression Coefficients

B S.E. Exp(B) B S.E. Exp(B)
Left 1.28 ** (0.58) 3.59 -0.17 (0.23) 0.84
Right -0.16 (0.50) 0.85 -0.81 *** (0.31) 0.45
Small party 2.22 *** (0.47) 9.22 1.72 *** (0.24) 5.60
Government party 0.15 (0.61) 1.17 0.53 ** (0.24) 1.70
List winner 0.27 (0.69) 1.31 0.12 (0.30) 1.13
Constituency winner -0.50 (0.59) 0.61 -1.08 *** (0.28) 0.34
Education 0.28 (0.95) 1.32 0.07 (0.07) 1.07
Age (in 10s) 0.28 (0.18) 1.32 -0.11 (0.09) 0.90
Parliament should be more diverse 0.23 (0.59) 1.26 0.58 (0.55) 1.79
Government run by big interests 0.71 *** (0.22) 2.03 -0.11 (0.09) 0.90
Female -0.28 (0.43) 0.76 0.44 * (0.23) 1.55
Maori 0.85 (0.64) 2.34
Constant 0.51 (1.60) 1.66 -0.54 (0.64) 0.58
n 290 733
Nagelkerke R 2 0.43 0.30
***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.10

GermanyNew Zealand



Table 6: MMP is More Fair than FPP: Logistic Regression Coefficients

B S.E. Exp(B) B S.E. Exp(B)
Left 1.91 ** (0.83) 6.73 -0.06 (0.30) 0.94
Right -1.67 *** (0.56) 0.19 -0.09 (0.33) 0.92
Small party 1.02 ** (0.51) 2.76 0.67 ** (0.29) 1.95
Government party -1.07 (0.75) 0.34 0.59 * (0.31) 1.81
List winner -0.89 (0.75) 0.41 0.46 (0.40) 1.59
Constituency winner -0.85 (0.77) 0.43 -0.57 * (0.32) 0.56
Education 2.09 ** (0.99) 8.07 0.10 (0.08) 1.10
Age (in 10s) 0.35  (0.22) 1.42 0.12 (0.11) 1.13
Parliament should be more diverse 1.39 * (0.74) 4.03 2.43 *** (0.77) 11.38
Government run by big interests 0.79 *** (0.26) 2.20 0.05 (0.11) 1.06
Party list is undemocratic -0.36 (0.35) 0.70 -0.57 *** (0.18) 0.56
Female 0.72 (0.54) 2.06 -0.06 (0.28) 0.94
Maori -0.20 (0.67) 0.82
Constant 0.78 (1.97) 2.18 0.38 (0.86) 1.47
n 278 733
Nagelkerke R 2 0.46 0.16
***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.10

GermanyNew Zealand
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