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In 1997 the British electorate swung strongly against the Conservative government of John Major and swept it from office with the force of a Tsunami, cutting its seats by no less than 27% and sending its tried and tested leaders to electoral oblivion. In 1993 the Canadian electorate performed even more decisively, sweeping the conservative government of Kim Campbell from office and reducing its seat share by no less than 55% (from 151 to 2). Did these outcomes reflect the views of angry electorates, fed up with incompetence and corruption? Or are they to some extent an artifact of the First Past the Post electoral systems under which elections in both countries are conducted?


The decimation of the Canadian Conservative party in 1993 corresponded to a dramatic reduction of 26% in its vote share (from 42% to 16%), but its loss of seats was far more dramatic. A loss of just over half the party’s votes produced a loss of almost all of its seats! In the British case, the loss of a quarter of its votes corresponded to a loss of almost half its seats.


In both Canada and Britain these election outcomes had dramatic consequences for the viability of the parties concerned. In Canada, Kim Campbell’s Conservative party essentially disappeared as a political force. In Britain John Major’s Conservative party did not disappear, but its ability to mount a plausible opposition to Tony Blair’s New Labour was jeopardized by the loss of virtually all its established leadership, with the result that the rump of the party spent much of the next three electoral terms fighting over who should lead the party on the basis of what policies – not a good position from which to mount an effective electoral challenge.


Could this happen again? In this presentation I will consider the question of whether dramatic mismatches between losses of votes and losses of seats are somehow “built in” to the type of electoral system – known as the “First Past the Post” electoral system – employed in these parliamentary democracies, showing themselves under particular circumstances that I will describe. This electoral system is one in which many separate elections are held concurrently, generally in separate electoral districts or constituencies, with victory going to the one candidate in each district who wins the most votes. For this reason the system is also sometimes known as the “winner takes all” electoral system. The system, characteristic of Westminster-style parliamentary democracies, is primarily know for its ability to manufacture majorities in terms of seats even when parties fall short of gaining a majority in terms of votes. This feature of the system is praised by its advocates because it promotes clarity of responsibility through single-party governments, rather than dispersing lawmaking power across members of a coalition government as is common in most other parliamentary systems. My purpose in this talk is to point out a corresponding deficiency of FPTP elections that has not previously (to the best of my knowledge) been noted.

Of course we know that the deficiency is not ubiquitous. The United States employs the same electoral system, and there the mismatch between votes and seats is generally very slight. However, the fact that gross magnification of an electoral defeat is also possible in the US was demon​strated in the Presidential election of 1912 when former President Theodore Roosevelt split the Republican party, permitting the Democrats to win 82 percent of seats in the Electoral College for only 42 percent of the votes. The loss to the Republicans was even more dramatic: a halving of their votes from 52% to 23% corresponded to the virtual elimination of their electoral college seats.

Table 1      Some dramatic losses of seats not matched by losses of votes

	Country and year

Change
	USA 1912

absolute relative
	Canada 1993

absolute relative
	UK 1997

absolute relative

	Loss of votes
	29%        44%
	26%       62%
	8%         26%

	Loss of seats
	42%        98%
	55%       99%
	11%       51%


Table 1 shows these three dramatic examples, contrasting the absolute loss of votes and seats in terms of the percentage of the total with the relative loss of votes and seats in terms of the level of each that was attained at the previous election. As can be seen, in these extreme cases the losing party lost about twice as many seats, relatively, as it lost votes. 

That these are not isolated cases is shown in the following chart which plots seat gains against vote gains for all elections held from the 1880s to the present day in Britain, Canada and New Zealand (until 1993). In the chart, gains in seats are plotted against gains in votes, with individual elections being represented by points on the chart, located according to how many votes were received by the winning party (across the chart) together with the corresponding number of seats won by that party (up the chart). So a party winning many votes will be located towards the right, and if it also wins many seats it will be located towards the top of the chart. Since the measurement is in terms of gains, this means that the left hand and bottom halves of the chart contain parties that lost votes and/or seats (they suffered negative gains). The heavy straight line drawn onto the chart shows the location of the 2:1 trade-off between votes and seats. Positions on this line projected to the left and bottom margins (as has been done for three exemplary positions) show how a given percentage loss or gain in terms of votes translates into a loss or gain of twice that percentage of seats (10 on the horizontal axis corresponds to 20 on the vertical axis, 20 to 40, and equivalently for intermediate values). It can be seen that this line does seem to summarize the plotted points rather nicely. However, I should note that, while the dark line does indeed appear to summarize the points, other summaries are also possible  – in particular a slightly S-shaped curve with a slope closer to 1:1 in the central portion, as I will show you later in this talk.
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   Figure 1  Gains and losses of seats predicted by corresponding gains and losses of votes


These data tell us that extreme cases of magnification of the vote swing in terms of seats are not isolated cases, but equally they are not all that common. Most cases are clustered around the center of the graph, with vote gains of between -10 and +10 – precisely the area within which the slope of the relationship is ambiguous and could as well be 1:1 as  2:1. However, sixteen points on the graph fall outside this area, and are thus unambiguous cases in which seat changes have been dramatically magnified by FPTF systems, leading to shifts in political power far out of proportion to the shifts in voter preferences responsible for these changes. Under what circumstances do these dramatic exaggerations occur?


The 1912 US example provides a clue. 1912 was one of the few US elections in which a third party presidential candidate siphoned off a relatively large number of votes. In the more usual situation in which third parties in the US receive very few votes the deviation from proportionality between votes and seats is small.


In contemporary parliamentary systems, significant votes for third parties are not rare. On the contrary, the proportion of votes given to third parties in Britain and Canada (and in New Zealand even before it changed its electoral system in 1996) have been rising steadily over recent years. The following graph plots minor party votes, percent, in Britain at each election since 1950 – showing clearly a steeply upward trend, with local peaks in 1975 and 1983 anticipating the current peak of nearly a third of votes cast. This trend is responsible for criticisms, still rather muted, of the British electoral system in terms of the way in which a majority of seats is being manufactured by the electoral system from smaller and smaller percentages of the vote. If more than thirty percent of the votes are taken by minor parties, then in a close election the winning
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        Figure 2 Percentage of votes going to minor parties in Britain since 1950

party might win as little as 35 percent of the vote – an amount that somehow has to yield more than50 percent of seats if a single party government is to be formed. The FPTP electoral system does reliably appear able to make this transformation, putting majority power into the hands of governments supported by considerably less than a majority of voters. When we further take account of low turnout, especially in the British election of 2005, we find the fraction of those eligible to vote who did in fact vote for the winning party was less than one in five. In a supposedly representative democracy, such a discrepancy is regarded by some as unacceptable.
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         Figure 3  Votes cast for the winning party in Britain, 1951-2005


Whether or not the manufacture of outright majorities from declining vote shares is acceptable in terms of democratic principles, I want to argue that it can have very deleterious consequences, not only in terms of effective opposition at the parliamentary level, as already discussed, but also in terms of voter empowerment. Figure 3 shows the votes cast for the winning party at each election since 1950, making it clear that there has been a progressive (if not very regular) decline over a fifty year period in the proportion of votes given to the winning party. Vertical lines identify the first election won by each party in turn. As can be seen, until 1979 all changes in party control of government were followed by an increased majority at the next election, or by another switch in governing party. Margaret Thatcher was the first Prime Minster since World War II to win a second term with a lower vote share than at her first electoral victory. Indeed, she won despite losing 2 percent of vote share – a drop in support that had been enough to cost the Labour Party its majority in 1950 and again in 1979. This surprising change in the pattern of electoral victories was repeated after Blair’s 1997 victory, but with a new twist. In 2001 and 2005, not only did Blair not increase his vote share as successful governments had done in earlier years, he actually lost support progressively, with a drop in 2005 which is by far the largest a British governing party has ever lost (since 1885) without also losing office. In Figure 3 we see how anomalous the Blair victory of 2005 appears in historical perspective. From 1997 to 2005 a government remained in office with a comfortable majority even while its vote share dropped by 8 percent (almost a fifth of its share in 1997) – four times the drop that had cost other governments their majorities on numerous occasions over the previous century.
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Figure 4  The seats/votes ratio in British elections since 1950

Was this a fluke – an anomaly unlikely to be repeated? I would argue not. The exaggeration of the winning proportion of votes needed in order to manufacture a winning proportion of seats in the face of declining vote share requires (and has seen in practice) an increase in what I call the “gearing” of the electoral system – the relationship between the percentage of seats awarded for a unit increase in the percentage of votes received. This gearing, better known as the seats/votes ratio, has increased steadily since 1950, as shown in Figure 4. 

The result is that in recent years swings in votes have been magnified more than used to be the case. This is not just a happenstance or a “nature of the times” effect. The next figure shows that the culprit is not the passage of time per se, but the support given to minor parties. Since the 1880s (which is when we start to have an accessible record of parliamentary election results), increasing votes for minor parties have been strongly associated with greater gearing in the electoral system. When minor parties get relatively few votes the seats/votes ratio is close to 1:1 but as votes for minor parties increase so the magnification given to votes for major parties increases in proportion, ensuring that major parties continue to win a majority even on the reduced vote share that of necessity remains to them as votes for minor parties increase. The same is found
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Figure 5  The seats/votes ratio and votes for minor parties in Britain, 1885-2005

to be true when we include data from Canadian and New Zealand electoral history, but I will spare you the additional graph. I also should note, for the record, that this effect does not occur when minor parties succeed in gaining seats in proportion to votes. It is only to the extent that minor parties are underrepresented that this pathological effect occurs – but obviously the whole point of the FPTP electoral system, in the eyes of its proponents, is to achieve exactly that.


Small numbers of votes for minor parties do not upset the gearing. Indeed when votes for minor parties are less than 10 percent of the total, the seats/votes ratio is as likely to be negative as positive (as shown at the bottom left of Figure 5); but as votes for minor parties go up so does the magnification given to votes for major parties. The current level of the seats/votes ratio of more than 1.5:1 corresponds to the 2:1 translation of vote swings between elections that we saw in the very first graph I showed you. Gearing of  1.5:1 translates into swings of  2:1 because one party’s gains are reflected in another party’s losses, doubling the effective magnification that we observe in practice. However, it is clear that at most elections the gearing is rather less than this. To reconcile these two findings it is necessary that the relationship shown in Figure 1 not be linear 
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         Figure 6  The S-shaped translation of votes into seats in FPTP elections

over its whole range, and it seems likely that in practice the gearing is closer to 1:1 over the middle part of the scale (the average of the seats/votes ratio for Britain since 1885 is 1.2:1, suggesting swings of about 1.3 to 1 in the central part of the graph) and giving rise to the somewhat S-shaped relationship mentioned earlier. This is illustrated in Figure 6, which repeats the first graph I showed you, but with a slightly S-shaped curve fitted to it instead of the straight line I employed before.

The idea that the relationship might be S-shaped rather than linear is important for understanding the pathology of the present-day electoral system in Britain. Because the gearing needed to manufacture a majority (given the number of votes going to minor parties) has come to be so great, the effects of large swings in support such as occurred in 1997 and appear likely to occur again in 2010 are hugely magnified. This in turn means that a swing that in earlier times would have yielded a comfortable majority instead yields a landslide victory – reason why I used the words “landslide effect” in the title of this talk. Yet any return to normalcy following such an election (the expected ‘regression to the mean’ which is sometimes known as the ‘swing of the pendulum’ when talking about election outcomes) would not be expected to be as great as the swing that brought the party to power and so would not be magnified as much (the reaction would tend to occur within the normal range of swings, where the gearing is less), making it hard for normal processes to reverse the landslide until frustrations had built up sufficiently for another landslide to occur. If this is the world of electoral politics that Britain now inhabits, the implications are dire indeed.


The exact consequences of any particular landslide outcome are hard to anticipate in general terms because they depend on such factors as precisely where (in what constituencies) the leaders of the losing party have their seats and whether those seats are at risk in a landslide defeat. If the Labour Party leadership is swept away in the next election, as the Conservative party leadership was swept away in 1997, we can expect the same sort of ineffectual opposition from a rump Labour party after 2010 that we saw from a rump Conservative party after 1997. But, even if this does not happen, the conservative victory in terms of seats is likely to quite outstrip the requirements for a comfortable working majority, and the result will be an insulation for the Conservative party leader (as was enjoyed by Tony Blair and John Major before him) from electoral swings against the government that in former times would have cost Prime Ministers their jobs. 

It also means that the perennial hopes of the Liberal-Democratic Party, of finding themselves in the position of kingmakers from which they can dictate a change in the British electoral system, are again likely to be dashed. The pathologies of the FPTP system are such that votes for minor parties, instead of being votes for change, turn out instead to be votes for an increasingly unrepresentative and unresponsive system of government that, today, barely deserves the name “democracy.”

This still leaves the question why voters do vote for minor parties when such votes are so unrewarding. The FPTP system is supposed to discourage such votes and, in the United States, largely succeeds in doing so. I would argue that this is because in the US it is easy for major parties to take on board policies that show promise of siphoning off votes to minor parties. This can happen because in the US the major parties are not very disciplined and US party leaders have no pressing need to control dissent. A parliamentary system requires party discipline, and leaders of disciplined parties are naturally reluctant to take on board policies that threaten to split their parties and make discipline more difficult to achieve. So voters in parliamentary systems who prefer policies that major parties are ignoring have no option but to vote for minor parties, even at the risk of  pathological consequences such as those summarized in this presentation.

Since it would be hard to persuade those who vote for minor parties to abandon their preferences, the only solution would seem to be a change of electoral system to one that does not have these defects. So far, calls for reform of the British electoral system have mainly come from those whose opinions are not being adequately represented. If these voices were to be joined by the voices of those who feared their party might be decimated in a landslide defeat, and – as one extended period of apparently immovable government is followed by another – also by those who increasingly find that they dislike such an unresponsive political system, the prospects for electoral system change might improve considerably.

For further reading:

Choice of electoral system is discussed at length in Cees van der Eijk and Mark N. Franklin, Elections and Voters (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan) 2009.
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