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INTRODUCTION

Two analytical ‘building blocks’ for a comprehensive
understanding of regional voting
Arjan H. Schakela and Valentyna Romanovab,c

aDepartment of Comparative Political Science, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway; bPolitical
Science, National University of ‘Kyiv-Mohyla Academy’, Kyiv, Ukraine; cInstitute for Strategic
Studies ‘New Ukraine’, Kyiv, Ukraine

Introduction

This is the second annual review of regional elections. The main objective of
the annual review is to systematically and comparatively report on regional
elections across the globe. The second annual review features five election
articles and two election reports. Election articles focus on federal and regio-
nalized countries, take an analytical focus, go through an anonymized peer
review process, and can take up to 8500 words. Election reports focus on
regions in unitary countries, are mainly descriptive, are reviewed by the
editors of the annual review and are around 4000 words. The election articles
for this second review cover elections held in ten Canadian provinces, in 29
states of India, in 85 regions (subyekty federatsii) in Russia, in the 26 cantons
(kanton; canton; cantone; chantun) of Switzerland, and in Scotland and
Wales in the United Kingdom. The two election reports focus on elections
in the Azores (Açores) and Madeira (Madeira) in Portugal and in eight Slovak
regions (samosprávne kraje). In the introduction to the first annual review of
regional elections, we wrote that through the accumulation of annual
reviews we seek to increase our understanding of the factors that drive
regional voters, regional election outcomes, and regional electoral dynamics.
In each introduction, we set out to draw comparative lessons and discuss the
implications of the findings for our understanding of regional elections
(Schakel and Romanova 2018, 233–236). In the remainder of this introduction,
we distil and discuss two comparative lessons that we consider to be impor-
tant ‘building blocks’ for developing a comprehensive understanding of the
drivers of regional voting. A first set of insights are related to the impact of
multi-level electoral systems. A second collection of findings increases our
understanding of whether voters base their regional vote choice on regional
or national politics. Below, we will discuss both in turn.
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Insights into the impact of multi-level electoral systems on
regional voting

There is a vast literature on the impact that different types of electoral systems
have on voting and party systems. A well-established finding is that pro-
portional party systems induce the development of multiparty systems
whereas plurality and majoritarian electoral systems tend to produce two-
party or small party systems. The incentives generated by electoral systems
can significantly alter the balance between sincere voting – i.e. voting for a
party that is closest to one’s preferences – and strategic voting – i.e. voting
for a party that has a reasonable chance to gain seats in parliament and/or
to govern but is further away from a voters’ preferences. Recently, a
number of authors have taken an interest in studying the impact of the elec-
toral system on the (de-)nationalization of the vote and regional party success.
In general, ethnic and social diversity lead to a denationalization of the vote to
the extent that this diversity is territorially concentrated and politically mobi-
lized through regional parties. Bochsler (2010a, 2010b) finds that high elec-
toral thresholds and elections conducted with single-seat constituencies (in
combination with strong presidents) tend to favour a nationalization of the
vote because they raise the bar for regional parties to compete in elections.
These research findings are corroborated by Lublin (2014, 2017) who
reveals that ethnic diversity increases the number of parties but more so in
proportional than in majoritarian electoral systems. Notwithstanding the
important results of these studies, they tend to focus on national instead of
regional elections and, more importantly, they do not look at the impact of
holding national and regional elections under different electoral systems.1

We define multi-level electoral systems as the set of rules employed at the
regional and national level to conduct elections and to translate the number
of votes into a number of seats in an assembly or parliament. This set of rules
may include all aspects of the voting process such as voter and candidate eli-
gibility, timing of elections, and how ballots are counted. In a multi-level elec-
toral system, the rules for conducting elections can be different between
state-wide and regional elections and thereby produce quite diverse incen-
tives for voters and parties. Considering that most voters will be able to
vote in national and regional elections and that most candidates and
parties can compete in either or both national and regional contests it is inter-
esting to study the impact of multi-level electoral systems on the nationaliza-
tion of the vote and vote shares won by regional parties.

The articles by González-Sirois and Bélanger, Schakel, Sharma, and
Swenden, and Middleton cover regional elections in, respectively, Canada,
India, and the United Kingdom where federal/national and provincial/state/
devolved elections are conducted in single-member constituencies where
the candidate who wins a plurality of the vote gains a seat in parliament

298 A. H. SCHAKEL AND V. ROMANOVA



(i.e. a first-past-the-post electoral system).2 Despite the strong incentives
imposed by plurality rule on voters, candidates, and parties that work
against the development of electorally strong regional parties, they are still
present in Canada (Quebec), India (in particular in the non-Hindi states),
and the United Kingdom (Scotland and Wales). The territorial concentration
of culturally and socially diverse groups is an important explanation but we
would like to add that decentralized government may be a weighty explana-
tory factor too. When governing at the regional level is a ‘big prize’ to win –
and relatively easily attainable because of the territorial concentration a
regional party’s supporters – then there are strong incentives to compete in
regional elections also when they are held under majoritarian or plurality
rule. Despite the low chances for governing at the national level, regional
parties are able to maintain a presence in the party system and to govern
at the regional level and, at particular times, to exert a crucial impact on devel-
opments in national party systems (an issue to which we will return below).

Mixed electoral systems obtain a different meaning in a multi-level elec-
toral system where different electoral rules may apply at the regional and
national levels. The national parliament in Slovakia is chosen through pro-
portional representation using a single nation-wide constituency with a five
per cent threshold but regional level elections are held under plurality rule
in multi-member constituencies where voters elect two or more members
into their regional assembly. Rybar notes that such a system poses significant
challenges for voters, candidates, and parties because two completely
different logics underlie the national and regional electoral systems: national
elections are party-centered whereas regional elections are candidate-cen-
tered. Parties tend to compete for national seats on their own but they
form pre-electoral alliances for regional elections. Hence, voters are con-
fronted with a very different party offer when they go to the regional ballot
box than they are used to for national elections. Regional candidates have
their party status indicated behind their names but in case of pre-electoral alli-
ances all parties are listed and the voter cannot deduce from the ballot paper
to which party a candidate belongs to. A further complication is that the
member constellation of pre-electoral alliances often differs across regions,
which makes it practically impossible to compare election results between
regions and among national and regional elections. Added to the complexity
are the simultaneously held elections for regional presidents which are
elected by a first-past-the-post (plurality) system. Rybar observes that
although the electoral alliances by and large overlap between assembly
and gubernatorial elections, there are also important differences. Given this
immensely complex multi-level electoral system and its contribution to a
highly complicated multi-level party system, it may not be surprising that
turnout is comparatively very low (below 30 per cent) and that independent
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candidates fare quite well (combined vote share of almost 40 per cent) in
regional elections.

One important element of multi-level electoral systems is the timing of the
regional election vis-à-vis the previously held and upcoming national elec-
tions. The relative timing between first- and second-order elections is a key
variable within the second-order election model (Reif and Schmitt 1980; Hix
and Marsh 2011). A second-order election is deemed to be less important
than a first-order, often national election because there is more ‘at stake’.
State-wide governments decide over important matters such as welfare
state policies, tax, foreign relations, defence and so forth. As a result, voters
do not bother to go the ballot box and those who do tend to use the
second-order election as a means to send a signal of discontent to the
national government. Parties in national government lose vote share
whereas parties in national opposition, as well as small and new parties,
gain vote share. The extent of second-order voting depends on the placement
of the second-order election in the first-order election cycle: it is most likely at
the midpoint between elections that produce national governments, and less
likely to do so soon after, or in the run-up to, an election that produces a
national government (Reif and Schmitt 1980; Schakel and Jeffery 2013).

In his analysis of cantonal and federal elections since 1992, Bochsler finds
evidence for both top-down spill-over from federal to cantonal elections as
well as for bottom-up spill-over between cantonal and federal elections.
This is in itself an important finding because it reveals that the second-
order election model can only explain part of the electoral dynamics taking
place in multi-level party systems. Another crucial finding is that bottom-up
spill-over is also dependent on the timing of the cantonal election in the
federal election cycle. Bochsler finds that electoral swings in and across can-
tonal elections appear to be good predictors for federal elections swings
within cantons. A one percentage point increase in average inter-cantonal
party vote share swing translates into a 0.1 vote share increase for that
party in federal elections for swings calculated on the basis of cantonal elec-
tions held three years before a federal election. The effect of this inter-canto-
nal party vote share swing increases to 0.7 for cantonal elections held in the
same year as the federal election. Bochsler also finds evidence for top-down
spill-over and relative electoral timing intervenes here as well but the
impact is smaller than for bottom-up spill-over. Electoral change in national
elections is followed by a similar change in subsequent cantonal elections
and this impact is shrinking according to the length of time a cantonal elec-
tion is held after a federal election. A one percentage point vote gain in federal
elections leads to a 0.4 percentage vote gain in a subsequent cantonal elec-
tion held within one year and this impact drops to 0.1 percentage points
for cantonal elections which are held in the fourth year after the federal
election.
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The impact of electoral systems on the regional vote is especially visible
when the rules are changed. Ross and Panov analyse regional elections in
Russia held between 2008 and 2017. During this time period, new electoral
and party laws have been adopted at almost every new round of regional
elections to ensure the dominance of United Russia. Regions can determine
their own electoral systems but only within the framework laws set by the
federal government. The upshot is considerable variation in electoral
systems between the federation and regions, among regions, and across
time. The dominant regional electoral system is a mixed one whereby a
required minimum of 25 per cent of the representatives is elected by pro-
portional rule (before 2013 this was at least 50 per cent). However, Moscow
and St. Petersburg are exempt from this rule and Moscow has adopted a
full plurality system. In ten regions all regional representatives are elected
according to proportional rule. Candidates are required to gather a certain
percentage of nomination signatures – which is three per cent of the electo-
rate for single-mandate elections – but parties which hold seats in the national
parliament (Duma) or in the regional assembly are exempt from this rule. The
signature thresholds for nomination have changed considerably over time
and the average number of registered parties on regional lists has dropped
down from 17.2 in 2013 to 7.7 in 2017. A number of reforms were geared
towards aligning elections towards simultaneity. Up until 2012, regional elec-
tions could take place in either March or in October and since 2013 they are all
held in September. Regional legislatures have different terms of office so elec-
toral cycles are not fully aligned and regional (and gubernatorial) elections
tend to take place every year. Presidential elections take place every six
years in March and elections to the Duma take place every four years in
December but they were forwarded to September in 2016 to coincide with
regional elections.

The result of all these electoral reforms is that regional party systems are
dominated by United Russia with three, what Ross and Panov label as,
‘second-order’ parties. Despite considerable manipulation of the multi-level
electoral system, there is considerable variation across the regions in the
number of effective parties – between very close to 1 to a bit below 4 –
and regarding the share of non-competitive single-member districts –
between 0 and 100 per cent. Ross and Panov describe the range of subna-
tional party systems from hegemonic-authoritarian regimes – combination
of a number of effective parties below 2 and more than 70% of non-competi-
tive single-member districts – to clearly competitive-authoritarian regimes –
combination of a number of effective parties above 3 and less than 30% of
non-competitive single-member districts. Through a conscientious manage-
ment of the multi-level electoral system, United Russia is able to find a
stable balance between securing legislative majorities for itself and tolerating
a powerless opposition in many but not all regions.
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When do voters take regional or national politics into account
when they vote in regional elections?

A second set of insights appearing from several election articles and reports fea-
turing in this second annual review concerns the drivers of the regional vote.
The central mission for regional election scholarship is to understand under
what conditions voters base their vote choice in regional elections on factors
arising out of the regional instead or alongside those arising out of the national
electoral arena (Schakel and Romanova 2018, 238–241). As we have noted in
the previous section, the design of the multi-level electoral system is crucial
for voter and party behaviour at the regional level and it can significantly
affect the magnitude of and balance between bottom-up and top-down spill-
over between regional and national electoral arenas. In this section, we
would like to discuss the non-institutional factors that drive regional voting.

Russia stands out in this second annual review because it cannot be con-
sidered to be a fully-fledged democracy.3 However, Russia does not stand
out because of party domination within regions. Azores and Madeira in Portu-
gal reveal that party dominance can also occur in fully-fledged democracies
(see also Vampa 2018). The PSD (Partido Social Democrata) has ruled in
Madeira in a single-party government ever since self-government was
installed in 1976. In the Azores, the PSD was also dominant until 1996 when
the PS (Partido Socialista) became electorally stronger and took over the
executive. Despite holding regular free and fair elections, government alterna-
tion is practically absent in both islands. This raises the question what mech-
anisms can parties and politicians employ to secure their dominance in a
region when they cannot turn towards non-democratic measures such as
manipulation of the electoral system as is done in Russia? Ruel points out
that in the Azores and Madeira the personalization of politics has blurred
the lines between the political party, party leadership, and incumbency. In
Azores, party leadership within the PS has regularly chanced since 1996,
but before then Mota Amaral led the PSD and the regional government for
no less than 19 years. Alberto João Jardim has led the PSD and the regional
cabinets in Madeira for a stunning 39 years until he announced his resignation
in 2014, one year before the regional election. In addition to personalized poli-
tics, Ruel also mentions that election campaigns in the islands by the state-
wide parties PS and PSD addresses region-specific issues and that they
stress the importance and virtues of regional autonomy. One may ask the
question in how far these state-wide parties de facto act as what Massetti
and Schakel (2016) describe as a regionalist federalist party, i.e. a party that
does not challenge the unity of the state but seeks to enhance a maximum
level of regional self-government. One may also argue that these state-wide
parties, through their regional branches, are highly responsive to regional
electorates and thereby also highly accountable to regional voters.
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Schakel, Sharma, and Swenden’s analysis on the 2014 federal elections
which brought a landslide victory to the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) further
underlines the importance of taking the regional level into account when
one would like to explain party dominance and party system (non-)change.
In 2014, the BJP won 52 per cent of the seats in the lower chamber of
federal parliament (Lok Sabha) and the party overtook the dominant position
the Congress party (INC) had taken since 1952. The rise of the BJP was so
unexpected and extraordinary that some scholars have gone as far as to ident-
ify the 2014 elections as the start of a fourth party system. By taking into
account the state elections that have preceded and followed after the critical
2014 federal election, Schakel, Sharma, and Swenden reveal that BJP’s domi-
nance is fragile. First, the BJP’s rise has mainly taken place in the Hindi-belt
states well-known for anti-incumbency swings, except when the incumbents
deliver on economic performance. Second, The BJP has not been able to out-
manoeuvre regionalist parties, on the contrary, regionalist parties have also
increased their electoral strength up until and including the 2014 federal elec-
tions. Third, the INC is still in a good position to make a come-back in the 2019
federal elections because the party is second placed in many states where
competition for executive power is between state-wide parties only. Finally,
despite its spectacular rise, the BJP is not quite as nationalized as INC was
between 1952 and the late 1980s. These insights only come to the fore
once the party system is observed as a whole, i.e. when one also takes state
election outcomes into account.

Despite these reservations, Schakel, Sharma, and Swenden acknowledge
that BJP’s electoral rise is impressive and unprecedented and in their analysis,
they ascribe this success to the campaign style and messaging of the then
prime ministerial candidate Narendra Modi which was geared towards appeal-
ing to distinctive regional sentiments and customs. Although Modi focused his
speeches on showcasing and promises, to the country as a whole and to each
state, the model of economic development he built as Chief Minister of Gujarat,
he customized each speech to the specifics of the state in which he gave it.
Despite a highly centralized campaign organization, Modi opened his speeches
with a few sentences in the appropriate regional language, attempted to play to
the sentiments of regional parties, and he wore the traditional headgear and
costume of each state. Similar to Ruel’s analysis of campaigning of state-wide
parties in the Azores andMadeira, Schakel, Sharma, and Swenden reveal a regio-
nalization of campaign strategies by the BJP in India. Modi promised favours tai-
lored to each state’s regional concerns and local situation, he assured double-
digit growth, and he promised to deliver the best public services in each
state. A crucial question is whether regional voters will hold the BJP accountable
when the party will not or cannot deliver what Modi has promised.

Accountability of party government is at the core of the literature that con-
cerns economic voting, i.e. voters sanction incumbents when the economy
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deteriorates or when a voters’ personal financial situation worsens (Lewis-
Beck and Stegmaier 2000). A central claim in this literature is that clarity of
responsibility is key for economic voting to occur. Multi-level governance is
detrimental for economic voting because multi-level government tends to
blur lines of responsibilities (Anderson 2006). Consequently, voters cannot
determine whether they should hold national or regional incumbents accoun-
table for the economic situation (Cutler 2004, 2008). González-Sirois and
Bélanger’s analysis on provincial elections in Canada held between 1953
and 2016 provides a compelling corrective that voters are unable to properly
understand the allocation of responsibilities within multi-level polities. They
find that provincial incumbents are held accountable for provincial economic
conditions and even increasingly so after the fiscal crisis of 2008. Interestingly,
González-Sirois and Bélanger also find that provincial voters electorally punish
federal incumbents when national economic conditions worsen and this
effects spills-over to those provincial electoral arenas where the same party
family is in power. Canada may be considered to be a least likely case for
top-down spill-over because, as González-Sirois and Bélanger note, many
Canadian party scholars uphold the view that provincial and federal parties
live in ‘two political worlds’ separate from each other.

Government congruence surfaces to be a crucial variable to understand
economic voting in multi-level party systems (see also Toubeau and
Wagner 2018). Middleton’s meticulous analysis on the 2007, 2011 and
2016 election surveys for Scotland and Wales also reveals that the vote
choice by Scottish and Welsh voters is rooted in a desire to sanction regional
or national incumbents especially when they deem that level to be compe-
tent and responsible for their fallen living standards. However, Middleton
adds two interesting results which provide more insight into the mechanisms
underlying blame attribution in multi-level party systems. First, in both Scot-
land and Wales the proportion of voters who blame the devolved govern-
ment for deteriorating living standards has increased over time. As
Middleton mentions, this finding suggests that the more voters familiarize
themselves with decentralized government, the more they attribute respon-
sibility to it. It may take some time for voters to familiarize themselves with
multi-level governance but Middleton’s analysis reveals that within a decade
regional electorates already provide different judgments across tiers of gov-
ernment. Second, in Scotland, the share of voters that attribute blame exclu-
sively to the regional government has increased whereas in Wales the
proportion of voters that blame both Westminster and devolved government
has risen. In other words, in Scotland, voters have shifted blame from the
national to the regional government whereas in Wales Westminster and
devolved government have increasingly been sharing the blame. Middleton
explanation is single-party government by the Scottish National Party (SNP)
since 2011. The SNP actively distances itself effectively from Westminster
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politics but, thereby, the SNP has also made itself vulnerable for exclusive tar-
geting of blame by Scottish voters.

Conclusion

Collectively, the analyses by Bochsler (cantonal elections in Switzerland), Gon-
zález-Sirois and Bélanger (provincial elections in Canada), Middleton (Scottish
and Welsh elections in the United Kingdom), and Schakel, Sharma, and
Swenden (state elections in India) provide strong evidence for a ‘multi-level
voting model’ (Wyn Jones and Scully 2006) whereby, under specific circum-
stances, regional vote choice finds its basis in voters who make distinct evalu-
ations for different levels of government. What these analyses also reveal is
that regional vote choice reflected by regional electorates always results
from a mixture of national and regional factors such as regionalized national
campaigns by state-wide parties, familiarization of voters with decentralized
government, and party government congruence across regional and national
levels. The key question is then what determines the balance between the
factors arising out of regional and national electoral arenas. The earlier men-
tioned contributions plus the analyses of Ross and Panov (subyekty federatsii
elections in Russia) and Rybar (samosprávne kraje elections in Slovakia) ident-
ify the multi-level electoral system – i.e. the set of rules employed at the
regional and national level to conduct elections and to translate the
number of votes into a number of seats in an assembly or parliament – as a
key variable that determines the magnitude of and balance between
bottom-up spill-over from regional to national electoral arenas and top-
down spill-over from national to regional electoral arenas.

This second annual review of regional elections provides two analytical
‘building blocks’ that brings us closer to develop a comprehensive understand-
ing of regional voting. We aim to continue with this comparative exercise and
provide more ‘building blocks’ in the third annual review of regional elections.

Notes

1. It is important to note that Bochsler (2010a, 2010b) includes in his analysis mixed
electoral systems – i.e. an electoral system which combines proportional rule in
one tier with majoritarian/plurality rule in another tier – and that Lublin’s (2014,
2017) main focus is on the permissiveness of an electoral system which is a vari-
able that takes into account legal thresholds and district magnitudes of electoral
systems.

2. Elections in Scotland and Wales use a mixed electoral system whereby a majority
of the candidates are elected by single-member districts with plurality rule
which are ‘topped-up’ with candidates elected on the basis of regional party
lists to achieve proportionality (Scotland 57 versus 43 per cent; Wales 67
versus 33 per cent).
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3. Russia scores 6.5 on the Freedom House democracy index which ranges from 1 –
most free – to 7 –least free. Canada, Portugal, Slovakia, Switzerland, and the
United Kingdom score 1 and India scores 2 (Freedom House, https://
freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2018-table-country-scores, consulted
10 May 2019).
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