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Abstract

Political parties are key actors in electoral democracies: they organize the legislature, form governments, and citizens
choose their representatives by voting for them. How citizens evaluate political parties and how well the parties that
citizens evaluate positively perform thus provide useful tools to estimate the quality of representation from the individual’s
perspective. We propose a measure that can be used to assess party preference representation at both the individual and
aggregate levels, both in government and in parliament. We calculate the measure for over 160,000 survey respondents
following I 1 | legislative elections held in 38 countries. We find little evidence that the party preferences of different socio-
economic groups are systematically over or underrepresented. However, we show that citizens on the right tend to have
higher representation scores than their left-wing counterparts. We also find that whereas proportional systems do not
produce higher levels of representation on average, they reduce variance in representation across citizens.
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Elections offer citizens the opportunity to express their
views about the issues of the day, the parties and the can-
didates. The hope is that the candidates and parties, in order
to maximize their chances of being elected, will take issue
positions that reflect the public’s preferences, and that as a
consequence there will be strong correspondence between
public opinion and the decisions made by legislators and
government (Downs, 1957). This is what electoral democ-
racy is supposed to achieve (Powell, 2000).

Whether that goal is achieved or not is therefore a key
question which, for good reasons, has been the object of

much work in political science. Many empirical studies
have examined the correspondence between the public’s
policy preferences and the actual policies enacted by gov-
ernments (Erikson et al., 2002; Hobolt and Klemmensen,
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2005, 2008; Soroka and Wlezien, 2010). Other studies have
ascertained the degree of congruence in the ideological
orientations of the mass public on the one hand and legis-
lators and governments on the other (e.g. Golder and Fer-
land, 2018; Golder and Lloyd, 2014; Golder and Stramski,
2010; Huber and Powell, 1994). All these studies focus on
substantive representation, but the literature is not limited
to work that considers the interests and preferences of cit-
izens. A second and influential perspective has been to
examine the issue of descriptive representation (Mans-
bridge, 2003; Pitkin, 1967) where the concern is whether
the socio-demographic characteristics of legislators mirror
those of the electorate. Work in the field of gender and
politics, for instance, has shown that such descriptive rep-
resentation not only has an important symbolic effect (Wol-
brecht and Campbell, 2017) but can also facilitate the
substantive representation of group interests (Clayton and
Zetterberg, 2018).

In this paper, we study substantive representation, that
is, we ascertain the extent to which citizens’ preferences are
well reflected in the outcome of the election. In doing so,
we move away from a focus on policy preferences and
ideology and instead assess the correspondence between
citizens’ party ratings and these parties’ presence in the
legislature and government. We argue that focusing on
parties and their electoral success is meaningful because
legislative elections are first and foremost about how many
seats the various parties will have in the legislature and
which parties will form government. Voters vote mostly
for parties, and they are more satisfied when the party they
like best is in government (Anderson et al., 2005). We also
think that a focus on party preferences is appropriate for a
comparative analysis of representation, as we do not have
to make any assumptions about similarities in the dimen-
sionality of politics or the salience of policy issues across
countries.

We construct measures of party preference representa-
tion in 111 legislative elections and find little evidence that
our measures vary systematically with age, gender, educa-
tion, income, or between urban and rural areas. However,
we find that right-wing voters are better represented than
left-wing voters. Interestingly, proportional representation
systems do not seem to produce higher levels of overall
representation, but they do lead to less variance in repre-
sentation across citizens.

The rest of this article proceeds in four steps. First, we
motivate our focus on party preferences to gauge represen-
tation. Second, we operationalize the concept of “party
preference representation.” Third, we describe cross-
national survey and election results data which can be used
to estimate an individual’s degree of representation.
Finally, we study how the representation of party prefer-
ences varies across socio-demographic and ideological
groups and types of electoral systems. We end with a dis-
cussion of the implications of our findings.

Why study party preference
representation?

To capture the quality of representation, scholars generally
measure the congruence between citizens’ policy prefer-
ences, or their ideological orientations, and those of
decision-makers. Such work, however, has to make tough
decisions about which issues to take into account or which
ideological dimensions to consider for measuring congru-
ence. As a result, most previous studies either focus on the
correspondence between public opinion and the govern-
ment’s or parliament’s position along the left-right dimen-
sion (Golder and Lloyd, 2014; Golder and Stramski, 2010),
or they investigate congruence in a specific policy domain,
such as welfare spending (Hooghe et al., 2019; Kang and
Powell, 2010). When studying these questions compara-
tively, such an approach has two kinds of limitations. First,
in many countries, the political space is characterized by
more than one dimension (Bakker et al., 2015) and voters
care about more than a single left-right dimension (Stecker
and Tausendpfund, 2016). Second, the meaning of left and
right differs between countries (Piurko et al., 2011) and
over time (de Vries et al., 2013).

Focusing on party preference representation, in contrast,
allows for more flexibility—as voters tend to vote for the
parties that they believe best represent their views about the
issues of the day, whatever these issues are. Furthermore,
voters do not vote only on the basis of their policy prefer-
ences, they take into account many other considerations,
such as the perceived competence or honesty of the various
candidates and parties. At the end of the day, based on all of
these considerations, they form overall evaluations of the
parties and vote on the basis of these evaluations.' Our
assumption, therefore, is that citizens want the parties they
like (dislike) to perform well (poorly).

Based on this reasoning, we argue that an individual will
feel well (poorly) represented when the parties she likes
(dislikes) perform well, that is, when their preferred parties
win many seats in the legislature and cabinet. Assuming
that is indeed the case, the electoral performance of the
parties that a citizen likes is an appropriate indicator of how
well her views are represented. More precisely, when the
legislature and the government are composed of parties that
a voter likes, her views are well represented. On the con-
trary, when the legislature and government are composed
of parties that she dislikes, she is poorly represented. To
capture this idea, in the next section, we introduce a mea-
sure of citizens’ degree of party preference representation
associated with the outcome of an election. This measure
combines information on election results with data on cit-
izens’ evaluations of political parties.

Our approach is in line with that of Blais et al. (2017),
who use party ratings as the reference point for assessing
the quality of representation in government at the aggregate
level, and with that of Guntermann et al. (2020) who
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ascertain the degree of representation of poor and rich cit-
izens based on how these two groups like parties in gov-
ernment relative to parties in opposition. What is novel is
that we propose a measure that can be used to assess rep-
resentation in both parliament and government, at both the
individual and aggregate level.

Groups, institutions, and representation

In addition to introducing a measure of party preference
representation, we examine descriptively whether some
groups are better represented (in terms of party prefer-
ences) and whether some institutions foster better repre-
sentation. In doing so, we focus on three dimensions:
socio-demographic characteristics, ideology, and elec-
toral systems.

Whether some groups such as women, the poor, youth,
the less educated, or those living in rural areas, are less well
represented than others is a perennial issue that is debated
by scholars, the media and the larger public. The debate
here is three-fold. First, there is the issue of descriptive
representation, dealing with the question whether specific
groups are over or underrepresented in parliament or cab-
inet. Second, there is the issue of substantive representa-
tion, that is concerned with whether the interests of some
groups are better reflected in the composition of parliament
or cabinet or its decisions. Third, there is the question how
much substantive representation depends on descriptive
representation. In this study we are concerned with the
substantive representation of groups that prior research has
shown to be disadvantaged in terms of descriptive repre-
sentation, such as the young, women, and the poor.

At the institutional level, previous work primarily
focuses on the contrast between proportional and majori-
tarian systems. As Powell (2000) has elegantly argued,
these two electoral systems correspond to two visions of
democracy. The majoritarian vision insists on voters’ abil-
ity to pass reward/punish judgments about the performance
of the governing party as the main mechanism through
which the political elite is induced to pay attention to public
opinion. In contrast, the proportional vision puts the
emphasis on the importance of bringing all segments of the
population into the policy-making arena. The proportional
vision stresses the need to find compromises that will sat-
isfy as many people as possible. There is a huge literature
arguing that proportional representation fosters better rep-
resentation (Lijphart, 1999; Powell, 2000), that the two
systems perform equally (Blais and Bodet, 2006; Golder
and Lloyd, 2014) or that they perform best on different
measures of representation (Blais et al., 2017).

Finally, as we are dealing with party preference repre-
sentation, it makes sense to wonder whether some parties
and their supporters are better represented than others. Par-
ties can be distinguished on the basis of many different
criteria, but the most salient and common cleavage is that

between right-wing and leftist parties (Dalton et al., 2011).
A point of discussion in the literature on the link between
ideology and representation is whether right-wing support-
ers are better represented than those on the left, and also, as
suggested by Iversen and Soskice (2006), whether the right
is better represented under a majoritarian system and the
left under proportional representation.

Measuring party preference
representation

Our operationalization of party preference representation
considers two pieces of information: election outcomes and
citizens’ party preferences. First, the outcome of the elec-
tion can be captured through information on the seat shares
that different parties obtain in the legislature or by their
presence in government. Second, individuals have sets of
party preferences, with varying intensities.” By combining
these two pieces of information, we wish to obtain an esti-
mate of how well an individual’s preferences are repre-
sented. The basic idea is that an individual’s degree of
representation is highest (lowest) when the parties she likes
the most perform well (poorly), that is, they get many (few)
seats in the legislature and cabinet.

Our approach is similar to that adopted by Hajnal (2009)
in his analysis of the degree of representation of African
Americans in U.S. elections. As an indicator of representa-
tion Hajnal takes the proportion of voters in a given socio-
demographic group that is on the winning side in the elec-
tion. The underlying logic is simple: “how often a group
wins or loses seems to provide a telling account of demo-
cratic outcomes” (Hajnal, 2009: 41). We focus on the out-
comes of elections as well. To be clear, our approach differs
from that of Hajnal. We consider the performance of the
party one supports rather than that of the individual candi-
date one voted for, and we have measures of party preference
rather than vote to take into account strategic considerations.
Still, the basic premise remains the same: a person is better
represented when the candidate (party) she votes for (pre-
fers) wins (get many seats in parliament or government).

To construct our measure, we link the individual’s rat-
ings of the parties and the results of the election, with a
focus on legislative elections. These elections decide how
many seats each party has in the legislature and, indirectly,
how many seats each party has in government. Hence, the
more (fewer) seats the parties that the voter likes (dislikes)
have, the greater the representation she derives from the
outcome of the election. Like recent studies (Blais et al.,
2017; Guntermann et al., 2020), we consider parties’ cab-
inet seat shares. We also consider their seat shares in the
legislature, which can be a means to influence policy (Tse-
belis, 2002).

We combine individuals’ like/dislike ratings of the par-
ties with the parties’ electoral performance to construct our
measure of party preference representation. Like Abramson
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et al. (1992), we normalize ratings at the individual level.
For each respondent, the most preferred party (parties) has
a score of 1 and the least preferred party (parties) gets a
score of 0.2 In doing so, we account for the possibility that
some citizens rate all parties more positively (or nega-
tively) than others.* The overall representation that an indi-
vidual voter derives from the outcome equals the degree of
representation associated with the performance of the var-
ious parties. Let P represent the set of parties p for which
respondent i can vote, and L;, the rating of i for party p. If
S, represents the share of seats won by p,” then i’s degree of
representation is:
Lip —L;
Rl ZpeP L,' 7L[ SP

where L; is a respondent’s favorite party’s score
(maxyep(Lyp)), and 1; is the respondent’s least favorite
party’s score (minycp(Lj)). We produce an analogous
measure of representation using the share of cabinet posi-
tions instead of the share of seats in parliament. We thus
have two measures of representation: legislative represen-
tation and cabinet (government) representation.

To clarify the measure, consider a hypothetical case
where there are three parties running in a given election,
and where an individual expresses the following ratings: 2,
4, 6. Using the above formula, we calculate the rescaled
scores as: 0, 0.5, and 1. If the third party fails to win any
seats in the legislature and the first two parties share seats
evenly, then that individual’s (legislative) party preference
representation is equal to 0.25.

This is the measure that we use in our main analyses. We
also perform robustness checks with an alternative unstan-
dardized measure, applying the following formula:

L:
R; = ZpGPl_l([; ’ Sp

Party ratings are again normalized from 0 to 1. How-
ever, this measure does not fix the highest rated party rating
at 1 or the lowest rated party at 0. The maximum represen-
tation score of 1 is obtained when the individual gives a
score of 10 to all the parties that obtain seats and the min-
imum score of 0 when the individual gives a score of 0 to
all the parties that win seats.

Data

To study individual party preference representation empiri-
cally, we use the Integrated Module Dataset (IMD) from
the Comparative Study of Electoral System (CSES) project.®
Research teams participating in the CSES collaborative
research program agree to field a common set of questions
in their post-election surveys. The combined dataset of the
first four thematic modules of the CSES project—referred to
as IMD—includes data from over 50 countries and spans the

period from 1996 to 2016. While questions vary somewhat
from one module to the next, party like/dislike ratings were
included in all four CSES-modules. The exact question
wording is the following: “I’d like to know what you think
about each of our parties. After I read the name of a political
party, please rate it on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means
you strongly dislike that party and 10 means that you
strongly like that party. If I come to a party you haven’t
heard of or you feel you do not know enough, just say so.”
National election teams are invited to ask respondents to
rate the six parties that received the most votes, with the
possibility, from module 2 onward, to include up to three
additional parties.” These like/dislike ratings provide
information about respondents’ set of preferences among
the various parties.®

Taking the IMD dataset, we consider all (lower house)
legislative elections in systems in which these influence the
composition of government as well as of the legislature. In
other words, we focus on parliamentary or premier-
presidential systems and therefore exclude all elections
held in presidential or president-parliamentary systems
(Bormann and Golder, 2013; Shugart, 2005). We also
exclude all elections with a Polity score lower than 6. Data
on the distribution of seats in parliament and government
come mainly from the CSES. However, for elections in the
first module of the CSES and elections where the full seat
distribution is not provided, they were complemented with
data from Parlgov and the European Journal of Political
Research Political Data Yearbook.

It should be noted that we only include the parties for
which respondents provided a rating. When no information
about a respondent’s rating are available for a given party,
that party’s seats are excluded from the calculation of the
seat share. Individuals who did not provide ratings for at
least two parties (for whom we do not have relative pre-
ferences) or who gave the same score to every party (who
are construed to be indifferent) are excluded. Excluding
parties with missing values could artificially increase the
representation of “included” parties, assuming that the par-
ties with missing values are unlikely to be preferred. We
note, however, that only six parties not included in the 111
elections covered by our study had seats in the legislature.

As a robustness check, we have imputed missing party
ratings five times using the “mice” software by Van Buuren
and Groothuis-Oudshoorn (2011). With this approach, the
party rating of an individual for a given party is imputed
based on the party ratings that this same individual has
given to the other parties. The results using imputed ratings
are reported in Online Appendix E and are not substan-
tively different from those shown in the text.

All in all, our dataset comprises 160,000 individuals and
111 elections held in 38 countries. To facilitate the inter-
pretation of our results, every variable is rescaled to the
[0,1] interval. Histograms for all variables are shown in
Online Appendix B.
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Figure 1. Distribution of party preference representation.

The mean representation score derived from the compo-
sition of the legislature is .55 and the mean score associated
with the composition of the government is .60. In both
cases, mean representation is above the midpoint, which
is good from a normative point of view and reflects the fact
that parties that have higher ratings are over-represented in
both the legislature and the executive. Since all the surveys
took place after the elections one cannot rule out, however,
the possibility that this finding is an artifact of winning the
election, that is, that electoral success causes higher ratings
rather than higher ratings causing electoral success. The
standard deviation of representation derived from the com-
position of the cabinet is higher (.33) than that associated
with the composition of the legislature (.17) since many
parties are represented in the latter but not in the former.

Figure 1 presents the distribution of the two representa-
tion measures (cabinet and legislature). We can see that the
degree of representation derived from the legislative out-
come (the right-hand graph) is bell-shaped. Things are dif-
ferent with respect to cabinet derived representation (graph
to the left). Indeed, 9% of the respondents have a score of 0,
which means that the parties that the respondent dislikes the
most control the government, while 17% have a score of 1,
which indicates that the parties that the respondent likes the
most hold all cabinet seats. Figure 1 conveys the fact that
more people are above the mid-point than under, which
stems from the overrepresentation of more popular parties
in the legislature and (even more) in cabinet.

It is important to stress the similarities and differences
between our approach and previous ones, specifically
those based on policy and ideological congruence. The
basic similarity is a correspondence between what people
want and what they get. In all cases, citizens’ preferences
are the reference point. The approaches differ with respect
to the type of preference that is considered: policy, ideo-
logical, or partisan. Each approach has a different focus,
and thus deals with a different outcome: policy decisions,
the ideological orientations of legislators or governments,

or the partisan composition of legislatures and
governments.

Our approach is close to the ideological congruence
perspective in the sense that in both cases citizens’ prefer-
ences are linked to the outcome of an election. The only
difference is that in one case ideology serves as the criter-
ion while it is party preferences in our approach. The case
for ideology is that it is a good proxy for the overall orien-
tation of public policies. The problem is that ideological
congruence studies are often forced to rely on one specific
ideological dimension (left-right) that is less relevant for
some people and in some countries. Furthermore, citizens
have other types of preferences that are not taken into
account in studies of ideological congruence. The case for
our approach is that a legislative election is first and fore-
most about which parties will govern and, as a conse-
quence, party preferences constitute the most meaningful
focus when we are considering the outcome of an election.

What about policy congruence? That approach has one
great advantage. It compares what people want governments
to do with what governments actually do. The outcome is a
concrete decision. The major limitation is that it is impossi-
ble to analyze all public policies and to distinguish those that
are most and least important. Our approach has the advan-
tage of relying on a more global criterion, party preferences,
which encompass judgments about whatever policies each
individual deems salient, as well as many other considera-
tions, and the disadvantage of being confined to the electoral
outcome. With our approach we are ascertaining whether
citizens’ preferences are well represented on election night,
so to speak, and not whether they are reflected in the deci-
sions that are made in the following months and years.

Party preference representation across
socio-demographic groups

Having developed and operationalized a measure of indi-
viduals’ party preference representation, we can evaluate
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Table 1. Legislative representation and socio-demographics.

DV = legislative representation

Independent variable Age Gender Education Income Rural
0.002 (0.007) —0.005 (0.002) 0.010 (0.004) 0.026 (0.004) —0.003 (0.003)

N 159,902 160,708 158,578 129,315 140,936

R 0.061 0.062 0.062 0.065 0.068

Note: All models include election fixed effects (not shown). Standard errors are robust and clustered by election (shown in parentheses).

whether and to what extent that measure is associated with
citizens’ socio-demographic characteristics. We consider
five socio-demographic characteristics: age, gender, educa-
tion, income, and the rural/urban cleavage. These socio-
demographic variables are consistently included in the
CSES dataset and they are measured in a standardized way
across countries. In addition, each of these variables has
previously been found to be politically relevant, and to
correlate with voters’ choices (see, e.g. the section on
sociological approaches in Arzheimer et al.’s (2017) Hand-
book of Electoral Behaviour).

In recent years, a number of studies have considered the
extent to which different groups in the population have dif-
ferent levels of influence on government policy (e.g. Bartels,
2016; Gilens, 2005, 2012). Such studies have largely
focused on the relative influence of different income
groups. The approach is a policy congruence one. Gilens,
in particular, shows that public policies in the United
States better reflect the preferences of the rich than those
of the poor. We note, however, that the bias is limited: for
instance, the probability that a policy is adopted when
90% of the rich are in favor of that policy is only 49%,
compared to 42% when 90% of the poor support it (Gilens,
2005: 785, Table 1).°

Our focus is different. Our concern is whether the electoral
outcome better reflects the preferences of the rich. It is quite
possible that after an election, the rich, being better organized,
are more capable of shaping the decisions reached by govern-
ments (Leighley and Oser, 2018). We assess the correspon-
dence between preferences and electoral outcomes.

The question that we ask is whether the parties that are
preferred by one group, such as the rich, perform system-
atically better in elections than the parties that are preferred
by another group, such as the poor. We can see two reasons
for such unequal representation. The first is that one group
has a higher turnout, and as a consequence the parties it
likes performs better. The second is that one group has
more money and donates more money to its preferred party,
and as a consequence the party it supports spends more and
performs better.

Both arguments are not very convincing. It is true that
turnout is higher among the rich than among the poor
(Leighley and Nagler, 2014), though it should be pointed
out that turnout is more strongly correlated with age and

education than with income (Nevitte et al., 2009). Such
reasoning, however, assumes that electoral outcomes
would be different if turnout was very high. The studies
that have examined that assumption have produced con-
flicting results. Some studies have shown support for the
assumption (Kohler, 2011; Martinez and Gill, 2005) but
many others find no or tiny effects (Burnhagen and Marsh,
2007; Highton and Wolfinger, 2001; Rubenson et al., 2007,
Van der Eijk and Van Egmond, 2007).

As for the role of money in elections, there is a rich
literature which shows that campaign spending has an
impact on the vote in American elections, though there may
be diminishing returns over a certain level and spending by
challengers may matter more than spending by incumbents.
The question, however, is whether this systematically
advantages one party over another. This is far from clear.
Abramowitz’s (1989) analysis of campaign spending in
U.S. Senate elections shows “the absence of any clear
Republican advantage except among incumbents” (p.
490). Furthermore, “this advantage has not translated into
greater electoral security” (p. 490). There is even greater
doubt about the role of money in Europe because of stron-
ger regulation of campaign finance in general and political
advertising in particular. Specifically, there are countries
where advertising on radio and television is prohibited,
others where it hardly exists, and quite a few others where
broadcast time cannot be purchased (Holtz-Bacha and
Kaid, 2014: 558-559).

As a consequence, we expect the socio-demographic
bias in party preference representation to remain small,
overall.

To verify whether the socio-economic groups that we
consider have systematically higher or lower party prefer-
ence representation scores, in Table 1 we regress individu-
als’ score with respect to the composition of the legislature
on five variables: age, gender, education, income, and
the urban/rural cleavage. In Table 2, we do the same with
the representation scores derived from the composition
of the cabinet. We focus on bivariate relationships since
our objective is descriptive. The findings, however, are very
similar with multivariate estimations, as can be seen in
Online Appendix C. All models include election fixed effects.

Given the large sample size, we can precisely estimate the
coefficients of interest. We therefore focus on the



54

Party Politics 28(1)

Table 2. Cabinet representation and socio-demographics.

DV = legislative representation

Independent variable Age Gender Education Income Rural
0.011 (0.020) —0.007 (0.004) 0.011 (0.012) 0.048 (0.010) —0.012 (0.007)

N 157,431 158,229 156,113 127,135 138,611

R 0.039 0.039 0.040 0.044 0.043

Note: All models include election fixed effects (not shown). Standard errors are robust and clustered by election (shown in parentheses).

substantive magnitude of the effects. As can be seen from the
results in Tables 1 and 2, neither the legislative representa-
tion score nor the cabinet representation score meaningfully
varies across socio-demographic groups. Even with a large
sample, most of the coefficients are not statistically signifi-
cant. The largest gap is that associated with income, but even
in that case the effect is substantively small. Across all 111
elections covered by our study, the legislative representation
score of the richest is a mere .026 higher than that of the
poorest (a difference of 5% relative to the mean); the differ-
ence is only slightly higher (.048) for the cabinet represen-
tation score. A 1 standard deviation increase in income is
associated with increases of 0.009 and 0.017 standard devia-
tion respectively on the legislature and cabinet representa-
tion scores. The effects of age, gender, education and the
rural/urban divide are even smaller, and mostly not statisti-
cally significant. Electoral outcomes in contemporary
democracies are not systematically biased against the parti-
san preferences of socio-demographic groups.

Even though we do not find substantial overall differences
in citizens’ electoral representation scores, this does not mean
that there is no meaningful variation in any of the elections. It is
possible, for example, that men have a higher score in some
elections and a lower score in other cases, implying that these
two effects would cancel out in the aggregate. To account for
such election-specific patterns, we performed similar analyses
for each of our five socio-demographic variables in each of the
111 elections. Given the large number of estimations, we
adjust for multiple comparisons by using the Holm correction
to adjust the p-value in each regression. Online Appendix D
presents the findings for each of our five socio-demographic
characteristics and for each of the 111 elections, and with
respect to the outcome in both the legislature and cabinet. Of
the 1072 coefficients for the socio-demographic variables with
the standardized measure that are shown in Online Appendix
D, only 150 are significant. The bottom line is that in a typical
election, there is no substantial variation in overall electoral
representation score across socio-economic groups.

The findings presented above are based on our main
party preference representation measure. All models also
exclude respondents who do not rate at least two of the
parties or who give the same ratings to all of the parties.
In Online Appendix E, we replicate the main analyses when
imputing missing values for party ratings for both the

standardized and unstandardized measure of party prefer-
ence representation. The patterns that emerge from those
additional analyses are very similar to those reported here.

Party preference representation
and ideology

In a second step, we look at the role of ideology. This con-
cerns a variable that is known to shape politics and elections
in important ways (Dalton et al., 2011). By focusing on this
variable and its connection to party preference representa-
tion, we can determine whether people on the left generally
derive a higher or lower degree of party preference repre-
sentation than those on the right. This would occur if there is
a systematic tendency for governments and legislatures to be
more on one side of the ideological spectrum. Absent such a
systematic bias, there should be no difference in representa-
tion score between citizens on the left and those on the right.

We also examine whether those with more extremist
views derive a lower degree of preference representation.
We expect differences between citizens with extreme
ideologies and citizens with more moderate ideologies. The
former support parties that are less popular than the latter
and thus perform poorly in elections, which likely leads
them to derive lower representation from electoral out-
comes. Furthermore, given that electorally successful
extreme parties are often excluded from coalition govern-
ments (Van Spanje and Van der Brug, 2007), there might
be an additional disadvantage for citizens with extreme
preferences when focusing on government composition.

We consider individuals’ self-placements on the 0 to 10
left-right scale. The ideology variable is standardized on a 0
to 1 scale (see Online Appendix A for a description) where 0
means far-left and 1 far-right. Extremism corresponds to the
absolute distance between the individual’s self-placement
and the mid-point (5) of the scale, also standardized on a 0
to 1 scale, whereby those who place themselves in the center
(5) of the scale have a score of 0 and those who are at the
extremes (0 or 10) have a score of 1.

Table 3 shows the results of a series of bivariate regres-
sion models to explain party preference representation. We
also performed multivariate estimations (Online Appendix
C), which produce similar findings. The estimates suggest
that citizens who are at the extremes of the left-right scale
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Table 3. Representation and political orientations.

DV = legislative representation

DV = cabinet representation

Independent variable Extremism Left-right Extremism Left-right

—0.056 (0.005) 0.071 (0.014) —0.054 (0.014) 0.199 (0.063)
N 135,380 135,380 133,722 133,722
R? 0.079 0.078 0.043 0.061

Note: All models include election fixed effects (not shown). Standard errors are robust and clustered by election (shown in parentheses).
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Figure 2. The relationship between mean voter ideology, government ideology, and left-right gap in legislative representation.

derive lower representation from electoral outcomes. This is
the consequence of them being a minority group (there are
many more centrists), which leads to their own partisan
preferences being more likely to depart from those of their
centrist counterparts and thus their preferred parties being
weakly represented in the legislature and government. The
association between extremism and representation is weak.
All in all, the legislative representation score of those at 0 or
10 on the left-right scale is only .056 lower than that of those
right in the center (5). Even more surprising is the fact that
the impact of extremism is not bigger with respect to the
representation score derived from government composition.

Finally, the partisan preferences of those on the right are
more strongly reflected in Parliament and government. The
impact with respect to the composition of the legislature is
modest. An extreme right citizen’s representation score is
.071 higher than that of an extreme left citizen, and the
impact of left-right ideology is greater than that of extre-
mism. The effect is bigger (.199) at the cabinet level. When
party preference representation is defined at the level of
government, right-wing voters are clearly better repre-
sented than those on the left.

One reason why those on the right exhibit a greater
degree of preference representation is that there are more
people on the right than on the left (the parties that are

better liked overall are likely to be overrepresented in par-
liament and even more so in cabinet). Among all respon-
dents in our sample, 40% have a left-right score greater
than .5 while 32% have a score lower than .5. However,
although we find that there are many elections where peo-
ple from the right obtain greater representation, there are
others where they derive lower representation. In 51 elec-
tions those on the right are significantly better off, whereas,
for those on the left, this is the case in only 9 elections.

To better understand this pattern, we consider contextual
variations in the association between left-right ideology and
degree of electoral representation. Although people from the
right have a higher representation score overall because they
are more numerous, the main factor at play here is clearly the
ideological orientation of the government. Put simply, when
the government is on the right, right-wing voters derive a
higher representation score from the outcome of the election;
the opposite holds when there is a leftist government.

This is shown in the left-hand graph of Figure 2. Here the
unit of analysis is the election. There is a very strong correlation
(+.84) between the ideology of the government (see Online
Appendix A for a description) and the value of the coefficient
associated with voters’ ideology (estimated from election-
specific regressions linking, in each election, voters’ ideology
to their party preference representation score). That is, the more
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Table 4. Mean representation and electoral systems.

DV = mean legislative representation

DV = mean cabinet representation

Independent variable  Proportional

Gallagher index District magnitude

Proportional ~ Gallagher index District magnitude

—0.021 (0.012)  0.004 (0.021)  —0.052 (0.017) —0.018 (0.013) 0.007 (0.027)  —0.074 (0.021)
Constant 0562 (0.011)  0.544 (0.008) 0563 (0.007) 0616 (0.011) 0599 (0.011)  0.628 (0.009)
N I 110 I 109 108 109
R? 0.028 0.000 0.082 0.008 0.000 0.073

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

right-wing (left-wing) the government, the higher the relative
representation of right-wing (left-wing) voters. We should note
that when the government is exactly in the center (0.5 on the
ideology scale), the predicted coefficient is exactly 0, that is,
there is no gap in the degree of preference representation
between those on the left and those on the right. The reason
why voters on the right are more often advantaged in our sam-
ple is that there are more governments on the right than on the
left. More precisely the mean government score in our sample
is .55; 63% of the governments are above 0.5. And one reason
why there are more right-wing governments is that there are
more voters on the right than on the left. The right-hand graph
of Figure 2 shows the relationship between mean voter ideol-
ogy and government ideology (here again the unit of analysis
is the election). The correlation (+.38) is relatively strong.

We cannot explore in this paper why there are more
voters and governments on the right than on the left. We
should note, however, that this was not always the case.'®
Iversen and Soskice’s (2006) analysis of government ideol-
ogy for the 1945/1998 period found about as many left-
wing as right-wing governments.

To evaluate the robustness of these results, in Online
Appendix E, we perform the analyses reported in Table 3
when imputing missing values for party ratings with the
standardized and unstandardized measures. The patterns
are very similar, that is, the impact of extremism is weak
or non-significant while that of ideology is more substan-
tial, especially with respect to cabinet representation.

Whereas we find little systematic variation in the degree of
party preference representation across socio-economic
groups, we observe that voters on the right derive greater
representation most of the time. They do so for the simple
reason that there are more right-wing than leftist governments.

Party preference representation and
electoral systems

We finally consider the electoral system. We are interested
in the contrast between proportional and non-proportional
systems, that we operationalize in different ways (see
below). Our prediction is that the mean voter degree of
representation is similar in both types of systems. This
prediction is inspired by previous research (Blais et al.,
2017; Golder and Stramski, 2010) which has shown little

systematic difference between proportional and dispropor-
tional systems in terms of overall congruence between cit-
izens and policy makers. However, we expect the
distribution of representation scores to be more equal in
more proportional systems. The reason is that seat share
(in both the legislature and the cabinet) is more concen-
trated in majoritarian systems where bigger parties are
overrepresented in the legislature and where the cabinet
is usually a single-party government. As a consequence,
majoritarian systems are characterized by a greater contrast
between winners and losers (Anderson and Guillory, 1997),
and therefore between those who have high and low repre-
sentation scores.

As in prior research (Blais et al., 2017; Golder and
Stramski, 2010), we use three measures of the proportion-
ality of the electoral system: a simple dummy that equals 1
when the electoral formula is proportional, the Gallagher
(2019) disproportionality index, and mean district magni-
tude. For the latter measure, as is usual in the literature, we
use a logarithmic transformation of the variable. See Online
Appendix A for more details.

Table 4 shows the relationship between the three indi-
cators of proportionality and our mean representation
scores.'! Four of the six coefficients are not significant.
The mean score is slightly lower in elections held in large
districts, but the difference is substantively small. Online
Appendix G presents the scatter plots for the disproportion-
ality index and district magnitude with respect to the cab-
inet representation score. These scatter plots confirm the
absence of any meaningful systematic relationship between
electoral systems and the degree of party preference repre-
sentation. In short, the results in Table 4 offer no evidence
that the overall degree of party preference representation
varies across electoral systems.

Even though proportional systems do not produce a
higher overall mean representation score, we expect them
to reduce individual inequalities between voters. That is,
that some citizens have a very high score, while others have
a very low score. This should be particularly the case for
cabinet representation. The reason is simply that more par-
ties are represented in the cabinet under PR. If there are for
instance two parties in a coalition government, many voters
may strongly like one party and strongly dislike the other
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Table 5. The dispersion of representation and electoral systems.

DV= standard deviation of legislative representation

DV= standard deviation of cabinet representation

Independent variable  Proportional

Gallagher index District magnitude

Proportional ~ Gallagher index District magnitude

—0.036 (0.005) 0.068 (0.011)  —0.04] (0.009) —0.084 (0.016) 0.144 (0.026)  —0.111 (0.024)
Constant 0.195 (0.005)  0.144 (0.005)  0.180 (0.004) 0390 (0.014) 0274 (0.011)  0.359 (0.010)
N i 10 I 109 108 109

R 0.196 0.255 0.127 0.167 0.187 0.152

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

and will end up with a middle of the road score while few
will have either a very high or a very low score. This is less
likely with single-party governments that are usually found
in majoritarian systems. To verify whether proportional
rules are associated with lower inequalities in electoral
representation scores, we analyze the correlation between
our three measures of electoral systems and the standard
deviation of citizens’ electoral representation scores in
each election. Table 5 provides empirical support for our
expectation, which suggests that proportional rules are
associated with more equal party preference representation
scores. Online Appendix H presents the scatter plots for
each of these bivariate relationships, which show no evi-
dence of outlier-driven results.

Our findings about the impact of the electoral system are
clear. Proportional systems do not enhance the overall
degree of party preference representation, but they do
reduce differential rates of representation between
individuals.

Conclusion

We have proposed a simple measure of the party preference
representation that citizens derive from the outcome of an
election. That measure is based on two assumptions. First,
elections and voting are first and foremost about parties.
Second, citizens’ degree of representation in an election is
maximized (minimized) when the parties that they like the
most are strongly (weakly) represented in the legislature/
cabinet.

We have used the CSES data set and computed electoral
outcome representation score for each of the 160,000 indi-
viduals in the 111 legislative elections held in non-
presidential systems. We find that the representation score
associated with the partisan composition of the legislature
is slightly above the mid-point and is mostly normally dis-
tributed while that associated with the partisan composition
of the cabinet has peaks around 0 and 1 and has a relatively
high mean, reflecting the fact that the parties that are the
most liked are overrepresented in government.

We wished to determine whether some socio-
demographic groups obtain higher party preference repre-
sentation scores from electoral outcomes in contemporary
democracies. We found no systematic bias. This does not

mean that some of these groups do not exercise more
power. It does mean, however, that whatever power differ-
ential they may enjoy is not the consequence of electoral
outcomes, that is, the parties that these groups prefer do not
systematically perform better in elections. That power dif-
ferential, if it exists, occurs independently of elections.

We also ascertain whether some politically defined
groups derive greater representation from the partisan com-
position of the legislature and cabinet. We expected those
with extreme views on the left/right dimension to be dis-
advantaged because the parties that they prefer tend to be
less popular among the whole electorate and are also less
likely to be invited to be part of a coalition government. We
find some support for that expectation though the pattern is
weak.

Finally, we find that citizens on the right have higher
representation scores than their left-wing counterparts. This
is because there are more right-wing than left-wing voters
and governments in contemporary democracies. Why this
is the case and whether this pattern is likely to change in the
future is beyond the goal of this study.

At the aggregate level, proportional systems do not per-
form better in terms of overall voter representation, but
they do reduce inequalities.

We hope to have convinced readers that our measure,
which is based on what we believe to be reasonable
assumptions (i.e. elections are first and foremost about par-
ties, and one’s degree of representation in an election is
maximized when the parties she likes the most have many
seats in the legislature and cabinet) is a fruitful one and
provides new insights about the meaning of electoral out-
comes at both the individual and aggregate level.

We believe that our measure captures a crucial aspect of
representation in an electoral democracy. One is more
likely to feel well represented when the party she prefers
has many seats in the legislature and cabinet. This is, of
course, only one dimension of representation. One is also
more likely to feel well represented when the policies she
prefers are adopted and implemented by the government.
This is policy representation. It is possible to have strong
electoral outcome representation and weak policy represen-
tation or the reverse. Both types of representation deserve
close examination.
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Notes

1. They may also have strategic considerations. This is why we
use party ratings rather than vote choice as the reference point
since they more directly reflect citizens’ preferences.

2. We are agnostic about what makes a person like some parties
and dislike others. These preferences can reflect assessments
of the parties’ policy positions on the major issues of the day,
their perceived competence or honesty, evaluations of the
party leader or traditional loyalties. Regardless of what
causes a voter to like or dislike each party, these ratings
indicate her set of preferences among the available options.

3. We exclude respondents who rated all parties equally. In an
alternative version of our measure, we do not normalize pre-
ferences to the [0,1] interval, which allows us to keep all
respondents. Our substantive results remain similar with this
alternative measure.

4. Those who give systematically high (low) scores may also be
signaling that they like (dislike) all the options. This possi-
bility is accounted for with the alternative (unstandardized)
measure that is presented below.

5. We use the share of seats based on the set of parties which a
given respondent has rated. If a respondent fails to rate party
A, then the seats won by A are excluded from the total num-
ber of seats used to calculate seat shares when we compute
our measure for this particular respondent.

6. The data for seat share in the legislature and cabinet and
district magnitude were taken from the individual CSES mod-
ules, as these variables are not included in the IMD dataset.

7. There is variation in the timing of these post-election studies,
though in general the surveys were fielded immediately fol-
lowing the election. For the observations for which the IMD
dataset has information on the timing of the interview, the
average number of days between the election and the inter-
view was 50 days, and half of the interviews were done within
23 days from the election. We tested whether representation
scores are affected by the timing of the interview. We have

thus performed additional estimations which included the
number of days between the election and the interview. That
variable is not statistically significant, and our results remain
unchanged when including this variable.

8. Our approach is in line with the common approach in the strategic
voting literature whereby “each respondent’s preferences. . . is
determined by comparing the feeling thermometer scores given
to each party” (Abramson et al., 2018: 36-37).

9. See Branham et al. (2017) for a similar argument that inequal-
ities in policy representation are limited.

10. Within the period covered by our dataset (1996-2016), there
is no evidence that the performance of right-wing parties has
improved over time; the mean cabinet ideology score is 0.5 in
each of the four modules.

11. Online Appendix F presents the mean representation score
and standard deviation for each individual election.
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