The Impact of Electoral Systems
on Women’s Political Representation

There is a strong relationship between electoral systems and the number of women
in legislative assemblies. According to Norris (2004), “electoral systems represent,
perhaps, the most powerful instrument available for institutional engineering, with
far reaching-consequences for party systems, the composition of legislatures, and
the durability of democratic arrangements” (p. 209). By translating the votes cast in
a general election into seats won by parties and candidates, electoral systems
determine who gains power; how power will be shared, and the nature of repre-
sentation in any system of government. Electoral systems also act as conduits
through which constituencies can hold their elected representatives accountable.

There is a general consensus in the literature on political representation that
countries applying a proportional representation (PR) system have a higher number
of women in their national parliaments than those with single-member, first-
past-the-post systems (Matland 1998; Reynolds 1999; Kenworthy and Malami
2005; Siaroff 2000; Moser 2001). List proportional representation systems such as
parallel and mixed member proportional (MMP) systems generally provide the
best political opportunity for women (ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities)
to be elected to parliament. Electoral systems that rely on single-member districts
(such as the First-Past-the-Post System or the Alternative Vote System) often fail
to guarantee proportional representation or a minimal percentage of seats for
minorities (unless there are special provisions in place or additional seats are elected
by party lists). In a comparative study carried out on thirteen (13) democracies with
parliamentary systems over a 30-year time span (1960 to the late 1980s), Lijphart
(1994) found that (PR) systems were superior to plurality/majority systems based
on certain ‘quality factors.” These include greater representation of minority
interests, much higher representation of women in legislatures, a much higher voter
turnout and greater income equality. During the period under study, four democ-
racies used single-member district elections (Britain, Canada, Australia and New
Zealand) while nine used PR (Germany, Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium,
Finland and three Scandinavian countries) (Lijphart 1994).

Comparative data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) (2016) on women in
national parliaments also shows that today roughly twice as many women get
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Table 1 Women in national parliaments by electoral system type

Rank Countries % Women Electoral system
1 Rwanda 63.8 PR
2 Bolivia 53.1 Mixed
3 Cuba 48.9 Plurality/majority
4 Seychelles 43.8 Mixed
5 Sweden 43.6 PR
6 Senegal 42.7 Mixed
7 Mexico 424 Mixed
South Africa 42.4 PR
9 Ecuador 41.6 PR
10 Finland 41.5 PR
11 Iceland 41.3 PR
Namibia 413 PR
Nicaragua 41.3 PR
14 Spain 40 PR
15 Mozambique 39.6 PR
Norway 39.6 PR
17 Andorra 39.3 Mixed
Belgium 393 PR
19 Ethiopia 38.8 Plurality/majority
20 Timor-Leste 38.5 PR
21 Denmark 374 PR
22 Netherlands 37.3 PR
23 Angola 36.8 PR
24 Slovenia 36.7 PR
25 United Republic of Tanzania 36.60 Plurality/majority

Source TPU (2016)

elected to national parliaments via List PR systems than they do under majoritarian
systems. The IPU compared electoral systems used in 193 countries to determine
the percentage of women in national parliaments. The countries are classified in
descending order of the percentage of women in the lower or single house. As
Table 1 illustrates, seventeen (17) of the 25 countries ranked in the top 25 use a PR
system; five (5) use a mixed system and two (3) use a plurality/majority system. Of
the top ten countries with the highest number of women in national parliaments,
only one (Cuba) uses a plurality/majority system.

In proportional representation systems, the aim is to consciously translate a
party’s share of the national or regional votes into a corresponding share of seats in
the legislative assembly (Reynolds 2006). The basic idea behind the PR electoral
system is that it will better reflect opinions and interests of the electorate, and thus
makes for fairer and broader representation, which will then result in responsive-
ness, legitimacy and order. For Lijphart (2008), “the beauty of PR is that in addition
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to producing proportionality and minority representation, it treats all groups—
ethnic, racial, religious, or even non-communal groups—in a completely equal and
evenhanded fashion. Why deviate from full PR at all?” (p. 79).

While PR electoral systems are considered superior to single-member plurality
systems in representing women, not all PR systems are equally preferred or will
increase representation for women. There are certain features of some PR systems
that make them more representative than others. The ability of a PR electoral
system to effectively and fairly translate the votes cast in an election into seats in the
legislative assembly depends to a large extent on whether there is a large district
and party magnitude; whether it uses a List PR (closed or open list) system; how
candidates are nominated and selected; or whether it facilitates strategies aimed at
including more women in the legislative assembly.

Most proportional representation systems have consistently higher district
magnitudes, which lead to higher party magnitudes.' PR systems with high district
magnitudes are important because they affect party strategy when choosing can-
didates. There is general agreement in the literature on PR systems and district
magnitudes that when a party pulls candidates from deeper in their lists, women
(and ethnic minorities) have a greater likelihood of winning seats (Norris 2006;
Matland and Brown 1992; Rule 1987). While women are often placed lower on a
party list, there is still a greater chance for them to be elected as the party goes
further down the party list in an attempt to fill all of its seats. In a study on
twenty-three (23) parliamentary democracies using proportional representation,
Rule (1987) found that List PR systems, in particular those with large district
magnitudes, were very important in women gaining greater representation. The
Nordic countries, which were the most successful at electing women, had a wide
range of district magnitudes; for instance, Finland had an average of thirteen
(13) candidates per district; Sweden—an average of 12; Denmark—an average of
10; and Norway had district magnitude ranges from two to 16 seats, giving an
average of seven (Rule 1987, p. 491). Lijphart (1999) in a study of thirty-six
(36) democracies from 1945 to 1996 also found that the average electoral dispro-
portionality” under PR systems ranged from 1.30 to 8.15, while in majoritarian
systems, it ranged from 9.26 to 21.08.

While district magnitudes are considered crucial for the election and selection of
women, party magnitudes are also of great importance. If women and minorities are
to win seats in parliament, parties have to win several seats, and it is only as the
number of seats per district increases that parties will go further down their lists to
help fill those seats. Because higher district magnitudes allow for a longer party
candidate list, it also makes it easier for political parties to consider all social groups
when constructing the party list (Norris 2006). The visibility of the list of candidates

'District magnitude is the number of seats per district; party magnitude is the number of seats a
party wins in a district.

“Electoral disproportionality is the difference between the percentage of votes received and the
percentage of seats a party gets in the resulting legislature.
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under a PR system provides further incentive for parties to present a list repre-
senting the social, demographic and economic make-up of the electorate (Bird
2003).

Parties in PR elections have greater incentive to balance their nominations with a
larger proportion of women and minorities because the system requires that they
present to the public a full slate of candidates to potentially fill all available seats
within a district. Single-member electoral districts, on the other hand, make it more
difficult for parties to include all social groups (Matland and Brown 1992). In
single-member districts, the selection process is often in the hands of the local
constituency party, and each party can only nominate one person per district.
Furthermore, only the candidate with the plurality or majority of the votes will be
elected. As a result of this, “there is little or no incentive for each constituency to
pick candidates that will produce a balanced ticket at the [regional or] national
level” (Bird 2003, p. 13). Bogdanor (1984), argues for instance that:

For whereas under a single-member constituency system it is the presence of a candidate
who deviates from the identikit norm (whether female or minority) that is noticed, in a party
list system it is the absence of a woman or a minority candidate, the failure to present a
balanced ticket, that will be commented upon and resented. (p. 115)

Nomination under single-member (plurality/majority) districts is often classified
as a ‘zero-sum’ game where one person’s gain is another person’s loss. If a male
and a female candidate compete for a party’s nomination, a victory for the woman
means a loss for the man (and vice versa). When nominating candidates for an
election in single-member districts, a party can exclude women and then justify it
by arguing that they chose the best person for the job (oftentimes, this candidate is a
male).

The opposite applies under PR nominations which can be considered a ‘positive
sum’ game” where one candidate’s gain is everyone’s gain (Matland 1991). It is
often in the interest of the party under PR list systems to ensure that instead of
looking for the “best” candidate who can appeal to a broad range of voters, they can
instead put forward different candidates who can then appeal to a specific subsector
of voters. By attracting voters without a male candidate having to step aside, a
female candidate can be seen as beneficial to the party as would happen in
single-member districts. A failure to nominate women can also have an adverse
effect for political parties as it could drive away voters (Matland 2005).
Nominations are usually centralized on a party list and an obvious lack of female
candidates is easily apparent, and can be perceived as discriminatory; this may be
an electoral liability for that party. There is also greater transparency under List PR
systems than plurality/majority systems. The absence and position of women and
minorities on the party list is more evident under a List PR system than it is if they
were to be nominated under plurality/majority systems.

PR electoral systems tend to lower the barriers to smaller parties, and this has
benefit for ethno-political parties, women and other underrepresented group
attempting to enter the legislative assembly. Parties determine who will be elected
since they choose the candidates, and may place them in a safe and prominent
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position on the party lists. There are generally more women and minorities in small
parties’; women are especially more likely to hold positions in these parties, and as
mentioned earlier, large parties see smaller parties putting forward women and
minorities and attracting votes, and they follow suit (Matland and Studlar 1996).
The latter is what Matland and Studlar (1996) refer to as the macro-contagion
effect.* The reasoning behind the macro-contagion effect is that smaller parties try
to differentiate themselves by actively promoting women and minorities in their
parties. Larger parties then feel compelled to do more to actively promote women.

Another feature of PR electoral systems that helps to determine the level of
representation and inclusivity ‘enjoyed’ by women is whether or not a closed or
open list system is used in the selection process. An open list will allow voters more
leeway in determining not just which parties win seats but how a party’s parlia-
mentary caucus looks (which can lead either to a progressive or conservative
outcome).” Electors can vote for individuals and are able to change the position of
candidates on lists. Closed systems on the other hand mean that voters are restricted
to voting for the whole list of candidates who have already been ranked in order,
and whose names may, or may not, appear on the ballot paper. Voters in closed
systems are not able to change the order in which the candidates have been ranked.

Open lists are often considered superior to closed lists because they offer voters
more choice and control over who is elected. However, there is no guarantee that
open list systems will result in the election of more women. Voters are able to alter
the composition of the ballot, and so might vote in favour of a well-known male or
popular candidate, thus electing fewer women. It can also prove very difficult to
convince voters to vote for women once they are on the list. In an open list system,
voters are given more input over who they vote for, and consequently, what happen
to their votes. There is therefore no certainty that they will vote for women during
an election. In a closed list system, parties are usually forced to take steps to elect
more women and other traditionally under-represented groups. Placing women in
prominent positions on the party list is not only fair and representative, but also
very strategic. One concern that is often raised about closed lists is that party elites
usually try to balance their list by choosing candidates to represent all major
geographical areas, social and political groups. However, in the process of doing so,
many good candidates may be dropped from consideration because they do not
meet the various balancing criteria.

The List PR system used in South Africa serves as a good example of how a
closed party-list can enhance representation for women. South Africa, under
apartheid, used a first-past-the-post system for elections to the national parliament.
Under this system there was a vivid underrepresentation of small political parties,

3n xe . . . ..

Minor parties are often considered a “safe haven” for women and minorities.
4Macro—contagion is a process where a party responds to general political pressure from competing
parties on the issue of representation by increasing its promotion of women across constituencies.

50n closed party lists, the party determines the rank order of candidates. On open party lists, the
voters are able to influence which of the party’s candidates are elected via personal voting.
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women (white women included), Indians and coloured (Britton 2008). Not only
were members from one or more of these groups prevented from voting or getting
elected to the legislative assembly, they were also discriminated against and seg-
regated based on racial grounds.

Today the National Assembly in South Africa is selected through a
multi-member district closed List PR system. There are 400 members of the
National Assembly; 200 seats are drawn from regional (provincial) lists and 200
from national lists. In an election, voters are presented with a list of parties and
individual candidates who were predetermined by the parties themselves. Women
have especially benefitted from the closed List PR system in South Africa. After
apartheid ended in the 1990s, women held only 3 % of the seats in the lower House
of Parliament. After the first national election under PR in 1994, women gained
over 26 % of the seats in the National Assembly. This number continued to
increase, reaching 29 % in 1999 and 32.8 % in 2004 (Britton 2008, p. 116). By
2014, women comprised 40 % of the total MPs in Parliament. As of May 2016,
women in South Africa make up 42 % of Parliament. The number of women in
South Africa’s National Assembly increased because their numbers also increased
at the party level. When Nelson Mandela was elected President of the African
National Congress (ANC) in 1994, 32 % of the candidates on the national party
lists were women. In the 1999 national elections, women comprised 30 % of the
winners (Britton 2008). In 2009, women held 44 % of the 264 seats held by the
ANC; by 2014, they occupied 46 % of the 249 ANC seats. The use of closed lists in
proportional representation (PR) electoral systems can be credited in part for
increasing the number of women in the South Africa’s National Assembly. South
Africa still has a lot of work to do before there is true gender parity but through a
closed List PR system, women have been able to make gains in areas that were once
out of bounds to them.

PR systems also pose fewer barriers to the implementation of representative
strategies aimed at increasing numerical representation for women in parliament.
These measures include but are not limited to: reserved seats, re-districting and
quotas. Special selection strategies can and have been used under plurality/majority
electoral systems, but they can be harder to implement. In New Zealand, special
seats have been reserved for Maori representatives in the House of Representatives.
Electoral seats have also been reserved for indigenous groups in Lebanon, Fiji,
Zimbabwe and India. Reserved seats are also used in countries such as Uganda,
Pakistan, India, Rwanda and Bangladesh to ensure the election of more women to
parliament.

Quotas are especially used by countries to increase the number of women in
legislative assemblies. The most prominent methods are quotas through constitution
or national legislation, and quotas through political parties and seat reservations.
The idea behind a quota system is that only when a certain percentage of women are
present in a political institution will those women be able ‘to act’ for women as a
group. Most quota systems today aim at ensuring that women present at least a
critical minority of 30-40 %. The Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance
(IDEA) global database on quotas for women lists 128 countries as having



The Impact of Electoral Systems on Women’s ... 15

constitutional, electoral or political party quotas. On average, women hold 22.8 %
of parliamentary seats in countries with quotas (IDEA 2015). Of the 128 countries
recognized by the IDEA as using some form of quota system, at least 67 use a
List PR or mixed system. As previously noted, countries using a List PR or mixed
electoral system also boast some of the highest numbers of women in parliament.
Rwanda is an example of a country that uses electoral quotas as a means of creating
gender balance in politics. In Rwanda, women make up 63.8 % of the legislative
assembly. Rwanda is also ranked number one out of 193 countries with the highest
number of women in national parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016).

While it is evident in the literature on electoral systems and representation that
women are better represented numerically under ‘pure’ PR systems, more recently,
countries seeking electoral reform have turned to mixed or hybrid electoral systems.
Mixed electoral systems which have become popular over the past few decades are
similar to other forms of PR systems in that the overall total of party members in the
elected body is intended to mirror the overall proportion of votes received. The
difference lies in the way by which they include a set of members elected by
geographic constituency and who are deducted from the party totals so as to
maintain an overall proportionality (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001). As a propor-
tional representation system, the Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) ensures that
voters’ party preferences are proportionally reflected in the party composition of
parliament. The MMP, as used in countries like New Zealand and Germany is
considered a mixed or hybrid system because:

The choices expressed by the voters are used to elect representatives through two different
systems: one List PR system and (usually) one plurality/majority system, where the List PR
system compensates for the disproportionality in the results from the plurality/majority
system. (Ellis 2005, p. 11)

By combining the distinctive representational features of plurality/majority and
PR, MMP can achieve the ‘best of both worlds’—it can harness the benefits of
minority representation indicative of its PR component, while maintaining levels of
geographic representation and accountability inherent in plurality/majority systems.
Legislators elected in single-member districts tend to be more responsive to local
interests, while representatives from proportional representation (PR) lists respond
to the broader interests of the party. Due to its ability to shift the balance of power
between the executive and legislative branches of government, MMP can be an
attractive option for countries seeking electoral reform. According to Malone
(Malone 2009), “the ability of the executive to achieve satisfactory legislative
outcomes no longer relies on an inherent ability to dominate a single government
caucus” (p. 5). This has greater implications for women’s substantive representation
in the legislative assembly. With a wider range of representatives being able to get
into parliament, different viewpoints will be discussed on important issues.

In summary, PR systems leads to more representation for women. This is pri-
marily because parties can be encouraged to craft a balanced party list, reflecting the
wide range of interests, social and demographical make-up of the wider society.
A balanced list of candidates can also appeal to a wider spectrum of voters’ interests
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(Reynolds et al. 2005). As noted earlier, in single-member districts, parties usually
put up the ‘most broadly acceptable’ candidate and that candidate is usually never a
woman or visible minority. Unless women form a majority in a district, it is not
likely that a big party would nominate a female representative to run for the seat.
Under List PR systems parties must indicate to the entire electorate that their party
lists are representative and inclusive, both ideologically and demographically.

References

Bird, K. (2003, November 11). The political representation of women and ethnic minorities in
established democracies: A framework for comparative research. Working Paper presented for
the Academy of Migration Studies in Denmark (AMID), Aalborg University, Denmark.

Bogdanor, V. (1984). What is proportional representation? A guide to the issues. Oxford, GB:
Martin Robertson.

Britton, H. (2008). South Africa: Challenging traditional thinking on electoral systems.
In M. Tremblay (Ed.), Women and legislative representation (pp. 117-128). New York,
NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ellis, A. (2005, May). Principles of electoral system choice. Presented at Workshop VI:
Representative democracy, participatory methods and capacity development for responsible
politics sixth global forum on reinventing government Seoul, Republic of Korea.

IDEA. (2015). Gender quotas around the World. Global database of quotas for women. Retrieved
from http://www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm

Inter-Parliamentary Union. (2016). Women in national parliaments. Retrieved from http://www.
ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm

Kenworthy, L., & Malami, M. (2005). Gender inequality in political representation: A worldwide
comparative analysis. Social Forces, 78(1), 235-269.

Lijphart, A. (1994). Electoral systems and party systems: A study of twenty-seven democracies,
1945-1990. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.

Lijphart, A. (1999). Patterns of democracy: Government forms and performance in thirty-six
countries. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Lijphart, A. (2008). Thinking about democracy: Power sharing and majority rule in theory and
practice. London and New York: Routledge.

Malone, R. (2009). “Who’s the Boss?”’: Executive-legislature relations in New Zealand under
MMP. New Zealand Journal of Public and International Law, 7, 1.

Matland, R. (1991). Institutional variables affecting female representation in national legislatures:
The Case of Norway. Paper presented at the 1991 Annual Meeting of the American Political
Science Association, Washington, D.C.

Matland, R. (1998). Women’s representation in national legislatures: Developed and developing
countries. Legislative Studies Quarterly, XXIII, 1, 109-125.

Matland, R. (2005). Enhancing women’s political participation: Legislative recruitment and
electoral systems. In International IDEA, Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers (Revised
Edition). http://www.idea.int/publications/wip2/upload/WiP_inlay.pdf

Matland, R., & Brown, D. (1992). District magnitude’s effect on female representation in U.S.
State legislatures. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 17(4), 469-492.

Matland, R., & Studlar, D. T. (1996). The contagion of women candidates in single and
multimember district systems: Canada and Norway. Journal of Politics, 58(3), 707-733.
Moser, R. G. (2001). The effects of electoral systems on women’s representation in

post-communist states. Electoral Studies, 20, 353-369.


http://www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.idea.int/publications/wip2/upload/WiP_inlay.pdf

References 17

Norris, P. (2004). Increasing women’s representation in Iraq: What strategies would work best?.
John F. Kennedy School of Government: Harvard University.

Norris, P. (2006). The impact of electoral reform on women’s political representation. Acta
Politica, 41(2), 197-213.

Reynolds, A. (1999). Women in the legislatures and executives of the world: knocking at the
highest glass ceiling. World Politics, 51(4), 547-572.

Reynolds, A. (2006). Electoral systems and the protection and participation of minorities. Minority
Rights Group International. Retrieved from http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/MRG
9%720-%20Electoral %20Systems%20-%202006%20-%20EN %20-%20PDP.pdf

Reynolds, A., Reilly, B., & Ellis, A. (2005). Electoral system design: The new international IDEA
handbook. Stockholm, Sweden: International IDEA.

Rule, W. (1987). Electoral systems, contextual factors, and women’s opportunity for election to
parliament in twenty-three democracies. Western Political Quarterly, 33, 477-498.

Shugart, M., & Wattenberg, M. P. (2001). Mixed member electoral systems: The best of both
worlds. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.

Siaroff, A. (2000). Women’s representation in legislatures and cabinets in industrial democracies.
International Political Science Review, 21(2), 197-215.


http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/MRG%20-%20Electoral%20Systems%20-%202006%20-%20EN%20-%20PDP.pdf
http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/MRG%20-%20Electoral%20Systems%20-%202006%20-%20EN%20-%20PDP.pdf

2 Springer
http://www.springer.com/978-3-319-44313-3

The Mixed Member Proportional System: Providing
Greater Representation for Women?

& Case Study of the New Zealand Experience
Johnson-Myers, T.-A,

2017, X, 84 p. 7 illus. in color., Softcover

ISEM: 978-3-319-4431 3-3



	2 The Impact of Electoral Systems on Women’s Political Representation
	References


