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Session 1

INTRODUCTION TO 
ELECTORAL SYSTEM DESIGN



Definition – what is an electoral system?

Electoral systems are the practical instruments through 
which notions such as consent and representation are 

translated into reality…

Bogdanor 1983

…an electoral system translates 
the votes cast in into seats won in an election

That part of the electoral law and regulations 
which determines how parties and candidates are 

elected to a body as representatives. 

IDEA 2009



Key components of electoral system design

ELECTORAL FORMULA1

DISTRICT MAGNITUDE3

BALLOT STRUCTURE2



Why is electoral system so important?

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 

In translating the votes cast in a general election into 
seats in the legislature, the choice of electoral system 

can effectively determine who is elected and which 
party gains power. 



Electoral system families



Electoral systems around the world
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MAJORITARIAN SYSTEMS



Definition



Majority Systems

“Majority” - indicates the method by which in a 
constituency, either a candidate or a list of 
candidates that has got the most many votes, 
with or without majority absolute, is declared 
the winner.



Majority Systems

They can be:

• Simple Majority Systems – the winner has got 
the highest number of votes but there’s no 
need for more than 50% of votes. 

• Absolute Majority Systems – a candidate (or a 
list) needs at least 50%+1 of votes in order to 
win.



Majority Systems

The Simple Majority System is also known as “First 
Past The Post” (inspired from horse races).
Example:
Let’s say there are 100 votes
• Candidate A – 30 votes
• Candidate B – 45 votes – the winner
• Candidate C – 25 votes
It is used in Great Britain (not in N. Ireland), USA, 
Canada and other countries the used to be British 
colonies such as Ghana, India, Kenya, etc.



Majority Systems

The Absolute Majority System 

Example:

Let’s say there are 100 votes 

• Candidate A – 30 votes

• Candidate B – 45 votes

• Candidate C – 25 votes

Nobody wins, so a second round is organized for the first 
two ones in the first round (or for those who achieved a 
certain percentage in the first round, as it is in France).

• Candidate A – 52 votes – the winner

• Candidate B – 48 votes



Majority Systems

They can also be:

• In single member constituencies

• In multi-member constituencies:

- Individual candidacies; every voter has got as 
many votes as many seats there are (the 
“Block Vote”);

- Party lists; every voter has one vote for one 
party list; the list that has the most many 
votes takes all seats.



Majority Systems

The one in a single member constituency can 
also be:

• One voter - one candidate voted

• One voter – two (or more) candidates voted 
by ranking them on the ballot. This is called 
also “The Alternative Vote”.



Majority Systems

The Alternative Vote – avoids a second round for deciding the 
winner.

It’s also known as „Ranked Choice Voting”.

Each voter has one vote, but rather than an „X”, they put a „1” 
by their first choice a „2” by their second choice, and so on.

Candidates are elected outright if they gain more than half the 
votes as first preferences. 

If not, the candidate who lost (the one with least first 
preferences) is eliminated and their votes move to the second 
preference marked on the ballot papers. 

This process continues until one candidate has half of the 
votes and is elected.
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PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION



Proportional Reporesentation - Definition



Proportional Representation - Definition

Formula
Proportional

District magnitude
Multimember districts

Ballot structure 
 Party-centred (*)
 # of ballots: 1



List PR

Under List PR, each party presenting a list of 
candidates to the electorate in each multi-
member electoral district. Voters vote for a 
party, and parties receive seats in proportion
to their overall share of the vote in the 
electoral district. Winning candidates are 
taken from the lists in order of their position 
on the lists.



List PR

Formula
Proportional

District magnitude
Multimember

Ballot structure 
 Party-centred 
 # of ballots: 1

Closed list 

Open list

Small

Medium

Largest Average

Highest Reminder

Large

Voluntary Mandatory



Ballot papers under List PR

Romania

South Africa



Types of ballots under List PR

Latvia

Sweden



Exercise

Finlanda

Netherlands



Debate

What about THRESHOLD…

… and…

… ASSEMBLY SIZE?

Bulgaria 
2013



Single Transferable Vote

STV is a preferential system in which the voter ranks the 
candidates in a multi-member district by marking their 
names with 1, 2, 3... 
The candidacies are individualized on the ballot (but not 
on party lists) and every voter can express preferences 
for candidates representing different parties. 
A quota determines the necessary votes required to win 
a seat. 
Those ones who reach the quota are elected.
If there are still mandates to be allocated the surplus 
votes of winning candidates and all votes of candidates 
with lowest 1st preferences (who are eliminated) are 
redistributed until all seats are distributed. 



Single Transferable Vote

Formula
Proportional – Quota (votes/seats)

District magnitude
Multimember districts

Ballot structure 
 Candidate-centred w/preferential ballot
 # of ballots: 1



Ballot paper example

Ireland

Malta
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COMPARING SYSTEMS



D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 Total % FPTP List PR

Party A 3.000 2.600 2.551 2.551 100 10.802 43% 4 2

Party B 2.000 2.400 2.449 2.449 4.900 14.198 57% 1 3

5.000 5.000 5.000 5.000 5.000 25.000 100% 5 5

In Farawayistan, there are 25.000 voters spread across 5 
electoral districts. The elections are contested by 2 political
parties. 

Scenario 1: 
Election results in Farawayinstan



D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 Total % FPTP List PR

Party A 2.000 2.000 2.000 200 50 6.250 25% 3 1

Party B 500 500 500 3750 500 5.750 23% 1 1

Party C 500 250 750 1.000 3.000 5.500 22% 1 1

Party D 1.000 500 1.700 25 1.025 4.250 17% 1

Party E 1.000 1.750 50 25 425 3.250 13% 1

5.000 5.000 5.000 5.000 5.000 25.000 100% 5 5

In the next elections, the number of contestants taking part the 
elections increased to 5 political parties. 

Scenario 2: 
Election results in Farawayinstan
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MIXED MEMBER SYSTEMS



Definition



Mixed Systems

Mixed systems combine elements of different 
electoral systems, usually the majority system and 
the proportional party list system, so every voter 
has got two votes: 
• one for a candidate and 
• one for a party list of candidates.

Generally such systems combine features of a 
majoritarian system with a proportional system.

On the other hand, it may also be the case that they 
simply combine the faults of those systems. 



Mixed Systems

They can be:

• Mixed-Member Proportional Systems - the results 
of the two types of election are linked, with seat 
allocations for the candidates on the list 
dependent on:
- the number of votes that list gets
- what happens in the single member 
constituencies (majority vote) 

• “Parallel” Mixed Systems - the two sets of 
elections are detached and distinct and are not 
dependent on each other for seat allocations.



Mixed Systems

Mixed Member Proportional – Example

Total of 10 seats = 5 candidates on lists + 5 in single 
member districts Party List

1. Cand A
2. Cand B
3. Cand C
4. Cand D
5. Cand E

No. of votes for party list in 
multimember constituency

Votes for candidates in 
single-member 
constituencies

Candidate 1

Candidate 2

Candidate 3

Candidate 4

Candidate 5
VL         STOTAL

VC        SC

SL = STOTAL - SC

VL

VC

SL

SC



Mixed Systems

Parallel Mixed – Example

Total of 10 seats = 5 candidates on lists + 5 in single 
member districts Party List

1. Cand A
2. Cand B
3. Cand C
4. Cand D
5. Cand E

No. of votes for party list in 
multimember constituency

Votes for candidates in 
single-member 
constituencies

Candidate 1

Candidate 2

Candidate 3

Candidate 4

Candidate 5
VL = SLIST

VC = SC

STOTAL = SL + SC

VL

VC

SL

SC



Mixed Systems

While a Mixed-Member Proportional 
Representation system generally results in 
proportional outcomes, 

a Parallel Mixed system is likely to give non-
proportional results.



Mixed Systems

Mixed-Member Proportional Representation 
systems are used in Germany (first country 
where it was used) and Hungary. 

Parallel Mixed systems are used in the Russian 
Federation and some other former Soviet Union 
countries such as Georgia and Ukraine.
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CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING 
ELECTORAL SYSTEM



Criteria for electoral system design

1.Provide for representation
2.Make elections accessible and meaningful
3.Provide incentives for conciliation
4.Facilitate stable and effective governments
5.Hold governments to account
6.Hold individual representatives to account
7.Encourage political parties 
8.Promote legislative opposition and oversight
9.Make the electoral process sustainable
10.Take into account international obligations



International obligations

No legal stipulations concerning preferable 
electoral system – but it is generally recognized 
that an electoral system should contribute to: 

- fair representation of all citizens
- equality for men and women
- ensure the rights of minorities
- ensure rights of disabled… etc.



Gender equality



Gender equality

http://www.quotaproject.org

http://www.quotaproject.org


International obligations



Complexity and costs
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WHAT IS THE BEST ELECTORAL 
SYSTEM FOR MOLDOVA…?



BEST

NO ELECTORAL SYSTEM IS 
PERFECT… 

… BUT WHAT IS THE BEST 
ELECTORAL SYSTEM IN OUR 

COUNTRY?



BEST

http://www.idea.int/data-tools/tools/best-election-system-test

Best Electoral Systems Test

http://www.idea.int/data-tools/tools/best-election-system-test
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM REFORM



Why is electoral reform so hard? 

POLITICAL
TECHNICAL

OPERATIONAL

Why does electoral reform come about?

<Insert title/s>



This reform is the best for 
the future of our

democracy!

… and it will benefit 
our party and/or my 

own interests…

<Insert title/s>



LAW

Engagement plan, 
priorities &  

timelines

Research & 
capacity

Draft/revise/submit 
proposals to Gvt/parliament

Operationalize reforms

Inform/educate
stakeholders

Implement 
reforms 

Post-election assessment of reform impact - revision

1

2

34

5

6

7

S
C
S
C

<Insert title/s>



Thanks!

Mette – mette.bakken@gmail.com
Adrian – adriansorescu30@gmail.com

mailto:mette.bakken@gmail.com
mailto:adriansorescu30@gmail.com

