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Regime type has an impact on the design and reform of electoral systems, as
revealed by a classification of the 28 former communist states as authoritarian,
semi-authoritarian, and democratic regimes and a comparison of their electoral
arrangements. From 1989 to the end of 2005, the selection of electoral rules in the
post-communist polities conformed to the world-wide trend of more permissive elec-
toral systems over time, although the different regime types embraced diverse electoral
design strategies. Democratic and semi-authoritarian regimes adopted election rules in
favour of inclusive PR, generous district magnitudes and assembly size. Authoritarian
regimes made use of restrictive majoritarian formulas to constrain the political process.
As in the rest of the world during the third wave of democratization, ‘electoral democ-
racy’ emerged as an important legitimating criterion for the post-communist political
systems, but the rules for contestation were devised in very different ways to facilitate
or constrain political competition.

The collapse of the communist system in Eastern Europe in 1989 and the

Soviet Union in 1991 ushered in a new era for the politics of the region.

The monopoly of power vested in the Communist Party was replaced by a

legitimating principle that evolved, in most but not all cases, towards a con-

tested version of politics. For many states the shift signified the embrace of

democratic principles associated with the politics of choice, including the

design of electoral institutions to invigorate popular participation and political

competition. In other countries the changeover fell short of the democratiza-

tion process, and instead recast politics in new forms of authoritarian rule.

None the less, in both the democratizing and the authoritarian systems,

there was considerable attention to the engineering of electoral systems.

‘Electoral democracy’ became the dominant face of regime change

through the 1990s, regardless of the elites’ commitment to democracy.
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The process was tied directly to the dominant global ideology of ‘democrati-

zation’ and ‘nation building’ that demanded at least the semblance of political

contestation. The emphasis on elections as the defining characteristic of the

new politics culminated in a ‘fallacy of electorism’ that privileged

the formal procedures of choice over other forms of political expression.1

The consequence was that domestic politics were defined not only by electoral

rules that led to free and fair elections, but also by authoritarian or illiberal

political forms vested in electoral authority.2 Thus, while many leaders

involved in the third wave of democratization committed themselves to an

open, pluralist mode of competition, other political entrepreneurs preferred

to maintain control while acquiescing to the veneer of democratic choice. In

either circumstance, the design of electoral systems became a defining

moment for the new regimes.

Theorizing Electoral Design

The dominant approach in electoral studies has looked to voting procedures as

an exogenous variable affecting political outcomes. Much attention is devoted

to understanding how electoral institutions shape the structure of party

systems, in terms of the number of political parties, the space of competition,

or political representation.3 The nexus between electoral and party systems

has produced critical insights about ‘laws’ governing political competition,

strategic voting or proportionality.4 Both the mechanical effects of the seat-

to-vote translation and the strategic calculations of politicians and voters are

instrumental in defining how rules affect political competition. The focus is

on how election codes provide incentives for politicians to form and align

political parties, and condition voters to cast preferences among the parties.

The concern is less with the emergence of the ‘rules of the game’ than with

the consequences of these rules for political contestation, so causality is

from electoral systems to party systems.

As the third wave of democratization ushered in an era of pluralist politics,

the question of crafting electoral rules appropriate for competitive politics

took on greater urgency and visibility.5 The spotlight shifted to the opposite

direction of causality, so as to explain the selection of electoral rules by poli-

ticians embarking on a new course. The previous preoccupation with the con-

sequences of electoral systems gave way to ever growing attention to the

political origins of electoral laws. Numerous theoretical,6 cross-national,7

comparative studies of a few cases,8 and case studies9 have examined how

politicians select and alter the institutions that govern voting choices.

However, as is well known, institutions are robust and resistant to

change.10 Substantial trauma is often required to initiate significant insti-

tutional innovations – such as the ‘punctured equilibrium’ in development
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witnessed in the collapse of authoritarian and communist regimes around the

world in the 1980s and 1990s. In these situations, institutions created de novo

are often the result, including the implementation of electoral systems that

establish new bases of political authority. In the absence of such dramatic poli-

tical transformation, more incremental procedural change is likely by adjust-

ments in components of the electoral system, for example district magnitude

or threshold of representation.11 I posit that innovation or persistence in post-

communist institutional engineering follows this model, with more numerous

and large-scale changes at the time of the founding elections, and fewer and

less significant alterations after the establishment of post-communist regimes.

What motivates political leaders to initiate new systems of competition?

The prevailing consensus favours instrumental, partisan interests as the

basis for electoral change, rather than normative commitments to pluralist

politics. In this scenario, actors’ preferences are to maximize self-interest

through specific institutional design12 and protect the standing of established

parties in the face of rival groups.13 The adaptation and alteration of rules is

thus a contested process, driven by the evaluation of potential gains or

losses of vote and seat shares. In this view, electoral design is much less a

co-operative enterprise concerned with the collective good of the democratic

project, the fairness of competition or equal representation than a self-

interested move to secure partisan advantage.

However, the problem is that the selection of rules is fraught with con-

siderable uncertainty about deviations from expected outcomes.14 This is

especially so during episodes of system breakdown and regime transition.

The rupture with the past ushers in new actors determined to obtain a stake

in the public domain, favouring rules that open access to policy making.

Furthermore, the abrupt change creates an institutional vacuum that culmi-

nates in the search for alternative decision rules.15 Most significantly, uncer-

tainty about the position of political formations and potential constituencies

reinforces the need to secure power. In these circumstances, the strategic con-

sequence of uncertainty is to minimize risk. In electoral engineering, the adap-

tation of permissive proportional representation systems is the best alternative

to ensure survival, rather than restrictive majoritarian systems whose high

exclusion thresholds create more evident losers.16 The exception is when

there is a clear and known domination of the political scene by one or two

actors who can benefit from the majoritarian system that rewards the dominant

parties and undermines the access to power of other players.17 In contrast, in

conditions of indeterminate power distribution during the transition, the

rational endeavour by political entrepreneurs is to select decision rules that

provide at least a minimum guarantee of inclusion in politics. Proportional

representation (PR) is the electoral system that best gives ‘all participants

higher opportunities to obtain a share of power’.18 Accordingly, preference
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in electoral design is to move away from majoritarian towards PR systems to

avoid risk in conditions of uncertainty and institutional breakdown.

The post-communist political environment was especially prone to elec-

toral engineering as a result of the discrediting of the previous system’s

legitimacy – in cases where the opposition assumed a prominent role or in con-

ditions where the former communist elite retained substantial influence. The

situation was further complicated by the multiple transitions facing most

post-communist states. The economic and social restructuring alongside the

political transformation was often an extensive, complex process that left

many societal groups unclear about their interests and future payoffs, including

potential constituencies uncertain about their own fortunes and preferences.

The political transition was often accompanied by the emergence of a multi-

plicity of long-suppressed voices seeking to enter the political arena through

better guarantees of representation. This state of affairs afforded ample

opportunities for extensive innovation in electoral design. Indeed, the post-

communist period has emerged as one of the most concentrated periods

of alteration in systems of competition and governance ever seen. The

rapid deployment of new electoral rules and party systems provides a rich

opportunity to examine the nature and extent of electoral design and reform.

Empirical Data on Electoral Engineering

This study undertakes a comprehensive analysis of the electoral systems in all

post-communist states, from the time of the initiation of the new regimes in the

post-1989 period until the end of 2005. Since the primary interest is the influ-

ence of different regime types on the selection and alteration of election proce-

dures, the study includes regimes that are classified across the range of

political outcomes, from democratic to semi-authoritarian to authoritarian.

In that respect, the approach differs from studies of electoral engineering

which concentrate on democratic systems.19 One of the aims here, however,

is to uncover whether regimes that were more resistant to the democratic

opening were able to resist by instituting electoral procedures that were less

inclusive, for example majoritarian rather than proportional representation

formulas. For that reason, the study is based on all 28 states emerging out

of the communist experience, including East Europe, the former Yugoslavia,

the former Soviet Union and Mongolia, allowing for maximum differentiation

among regime types of the former communist bloc. The classification of the

regimes relies on the combined Freedom House scores of political and civil

rights, supplemented by verification on the authoritarian–democratic scale

of the Polity IV data.20 The scheme enables distinction among three types

of political systems, depending on the score in both data sets. The Freedom

House scale, embracing ‘free’ states with democratic regimes (1 to 5 score),
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‘partially free’ states with semi-authoritarian regimes (6 to 10) and ‘not free’

states with authoritarian regimes (11 to 14) is highly correlated in virtually all

cases, with the evaluation of regimes along the authoritarian–democratic con-

tinuum in the Polity data set classifying polities on the basis of an additive

score of authoritarian and democratic features, with –10 to –4 as authori-

tarian, –3 to 5 as semi-authoritarian, and 6 to 10 as democratic.

While regime type constitutes the independent variable in the study, the

dependent variables are the electoral system and its most significant pro-

perties. In this regard, I follow Lijphart’s approach in examining four dimen-

sions of the electoral system: first, the all-important formulas distinguished

along majoritarian, proportional and mixed approaches to the selection

method;21 in addition, the emphasis is on three components of the electoral

laws that have a significant bearing on the translation of votes to seats: district

magnitude, assembly size and legal threshold. More inclusive electoral pro-

cedures are built around higher magnitudes, larger assembly chambers but

lower, if any, bars for entry into the legislative arena. The first two elements

provide a larger number of available seats per district and the national legis-

lature, thus allowing smaller political parties a better chance at representation.

Similarly, a low threshold – or the lack of a threshold – means that there are

no artificial barriers for entry into the political space. Lijphart’s criterion was

to define significant modification along any of these three dimensions as a 20

per cent alteration in magnitude, chamber size or threshold. Such change is

deemed sufficiently significant to provide a new structure of incentives for

the competing political actors.22 The same reasoning is applied here to the

post-communist states, so that alongside alteration in electoral formula,

changes of 20 per cent or more in the electoral properties take on the charac-

teristics of distinct voting systems.

The study proceeds by first examining the selection of electoral formulas

for the first, founding elections of post-communism – although ‘founding’ is

not meant to convey the adoption of a democratic process but rather a new

mechanism of establishing political authority in the aftermath of communism.

This is contrasted with the electoral systems existing at the last election before

the end of December 2005, so as to determine persistence versus reform in the

original design. The approach is twofold. First I examine the selection of elec-

toral designs at the initial stage of the transition, when opportunities for exten-

sive innovation were present to establish a novel institutional structure.

Second, the analysis concentrates on the issue of reform to determine the

robustness of the original design in the face of political developments associa-

ted with either evolving democratization or the consolidation of new forms of

authoritarianism. I turn first to an examination of the electoral formulas, fol-

lowed by the other features in the design of institutional choice, namely

magnitude, assembly size and threshold.
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Electoral Design at the First (Founding) Election

The exclusive electoral rule operating in the communist states prior to their

collapse was the absolute majority run-off system, so all the states entering

the new era had a common institutional heritage.23 However, precisely for

that reason, different political forces diverged substantially on the merits

of the single-member district (SMD) system for electoral politics. As noted

previously, institutional choice is often governed by the distribution of

power at the time of the transition, between forces associated with the previous

regime and opposition political actors.24 So power considerations after the

collapse of communism defined the preferences of electoral designs. Where

the political opposition was able to amass strong support and launch a demo-

cratic challenge, the pressure was for the entry of new voices into the political

space, reinforcing the demand for more permissive electoral procedures

associated with PR formulas in full or as part of a mixed system. Where the

former communist elites were able to maintain a predominant position and

establish a new form of authoritarianism, the effort was to maintain more

restrictive procedures of competition – the majoritarian type – so as to

retain political advantage. Where neither the incumbents nor the opposition

were clear about the distribution of forces and potential payoffs, the uncer-

tainty left open the nature of the new regime. In these circumstances, the

unknown produced a wider array of options in electoral design, enabling PR

or SMD formulas as well as mixed systems incorporating both majoritarian

and proportional representation electoral rules.

Accordingly, the selection of the post-communist institutional mecha-

nisms depended substantially on the power of political actors and the emer-

ging regime types. The former communist elite, whether in its reconstructed

version or not, saw its advantage in the organization of the former ruling

party and in the personalization of politics around well-known candidates,

thus favouring an election procedure based in single-member districts that

placed the spotlight on individual candidates and on organizational capacity

while de-emphasizing party-list formulas that accentuated the ‘communist’

label and its negative heritage. In contrast, the democratic opposition could

not count on an organizational or personality advantage, and instead sought

to highlight its contribution as a force undermining communist power. This

political lineage was a benefit in the evolving competitive environment, and

culminated in the opposition’s preference for a system where voter choice

focused on party lists through proportional representation. The procedure

reinforced the conduct of politics around the emerging parties and provided

greater assurance for political inclusion.

In summary, the distinctive pulls towards different electoral systems lead

to the following hypothesized relationships: regimes experiencing an open
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process of transition and that are ‘democratic’ will opt for a permissive system

of political contestation, namely a PR electoral formula, and regimes where

change is forced upon a recalcitrant elite and that are classified as ‘authori-

tarian’ will opt for a restrictive process and favour majoritarian formulas.

‘Semi-authoritarian’ regimes defined by opposition pressures but also with

elite continuity face the option of either permissive or restrictive systems,

depending on the distribution of forces, or settle on a compromise version

of a mixed system utilizing both majoritarian and proportional elements.

The distribution of these possible design outcomes by country is sum-

marized in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 provides a typology of regime type by elec-

toral formula that supports the expected relationships. The distribution of

cases is clearly in the proper cells, with formulas reflecting the predicted dis-

tribution by regime type. Six out of the 28 states fell under the free, democratic

rubric at the time of the founding elections, and all conducted elections

through the PR method in full or as part of a mixed electoral arrangement.

Moreover, the states that embarked on the path of democratization by

means of full PR elections – the Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia and Slo-

venia – all opted for the more permissive type of proportional representation

through the largest remainder Hare or Droop methods of converting votes to

seats. The same PR formulas were introduced in the mixed systems of

Hungary and Lithuania, where the proportional representation tier coexisted

with a majoritarian electoral formula, with the portion of PR accounting for

54 per cent and 50 per cent of seats.25 In all the democratic regimes at their

establishment, then, the choice in the proportional representation design

TABLE 1

FIRST ELECTIONS: REGIME DIVERSITY AND ELECTORAL SYSTEMS

Majoritarian Mixed PR

Democratic Hungary Czech Republic
Lithuania Poland

Slovakia
Slovenia

Semi-authoritarian Albania Armenia Bosnia
Belarus Bulgaria Estonia
Kyrgyzstan Croatia Latvia
Macedonia Georgia Moldova
Mongolia Russia Romania
Ukraine

Authoritarian Kazakhstan Azerbaijan
Tajikistan Yugoslavia
Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan
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featured a conversion method that did not penalize smaller parties, unlike the

PR d’Hondt formula that favours larger political parties over smaller ones. In

that sense, the choice among these six cases was for the more permissive

method of vote-to-seat calculation within the PR family, a process more

favourable to proportionality and inclusion.

In contrast, the electoral mechanism for the regimes defined as authori-

tarian is primarily in the majoritarian column, with two cases adopting a

mixed electoral structure. The latter two differ in both the share of the vote

and the selection method of the majoritarian component: in Azerbaijan, 80

per cent of the seats were determined by the run-off formula; while in

Yugoslavia 44 per cent of the seats were selected on the basis of first-past-

the-post plurality. This distinction supports the assessment that while the

latter was an authoritarian regime aiming to constrain the opening of the poli-

tical process, it was not able to foreclose opposition preferences to the same

extent as the authoritarian elites in Central Asia.26 Indeed, the four cases com-

bining authoritarianism with majoritarian electoral choices all come from this

region, so authoritarian rulers’ preferences were towards restrictive electoral

institutions to enable the dominant political force to garner the majority of

seats in the legislature.

In distinction to the predominant choice of electoral design by the demo-

cratic and authoritarian regimes which fell respectively towards PR and majori-

tarian formulas, the semi-authoritarian regimes depicted in Table 1 conform to

the predicted typology by straddling the choices across all three electoral forms:

majoritarian, mixed and proportional representation. The distribution of cases

is equivalent across these three choices, with six regimes opting for majoritarian

formulas, five for mixed systems, and five for PR mechanisms; confirming that

semi-authoritarianism is subject to greater uncertainty about the distribution of

political forces, reflected in the diversity of choices in electoral design.

In general, then, the evidence at the initiation of systemic transformation

reaffirms the predicted relationships between regime and electoral design. The

regimes that replaced the communist authority took on different political

shapes that reallocated power to a different degree between the heirs and

the opponents of the former system; these new structures of power were

charged in turn with adopting new decision rules. The design of electoral insti-

tutions was a factor of these power relations: at one end of the spectrum, the

new authoritarian regimes favoured more restrictive rules while, at the other,

democratic regimes installed more permissive selection procedures.

Electoral Rules at the Last Elections

How did the initial array of competitive rules fare during the evolution of the

post-communist systems? The status of the electoral designs at the time of the
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last elections before December 2005 demonstrates that the pattern of choice at

the founding moment is carried over to the subsequent periods of electoral

design (Table 2). The evidence showcases the link between regime and elec-

toral design, as the typology reaffirms the nexus between democratic regimes

and proportional representation, authoritarianism and majoritarian formulas,

and semi-authoritarianism and mixed or PR election rules. At the same

time, there is a clear movement in the direction of the proportional formulas,

as 13 states operate according to full PR systems and nine according to mixed

systems that include a significant share of electoral choice by the PR method.

The pattern is due to two developments. One is linked to the evolution of

regime types from semi-authoritarian to democratic regimes while maintain-

ing the PR system (Estonia, Latvia and Romania). The other is due to a

shift to proportional representation procedures (Bulgaria, Croatia) that accom-

panies movement from semi-authoritarian to democratic regimes. Together,

these trends explain the predominance of countries with PR election mechan-

isms at the last election cycle. The association between regime and election

rule is due to the evolution of post-communist states towards more entrenched

pluralist politics, substantiating the predicted norm of democratic regimes

favouring more inclusive voting procedures. This tendency, however, is not

uniform. Hungary and Lithuania, for example, demonstrate stability in

TABLE 2

LAST ELECTIONS: REGIME DIVERSITY AND ELECTORAL SYSTEMS

Majoritarian Mixed PR

Democratic Mongolia Hungary Bulgaria
Lithuania Croatia

Czech Republic
Estonia
Latvia
Poland
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia

Semi-authoritarian Albania Bosnia
Armenia Macedonia
Georgia Moldova
Russia Yugoslavia
Ukraine

Authoritarian Azerbaijan Kazakhstan
Belarus Tajikistan
Kyrgyzstan
Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan
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democratic regime and mixed election design. These cases are the only demo-

cratic regimes that opted for a mixed system at the initiation of pluralist poli-

tics, and continuity in their original design demonstrates the persistence of

institutions during periods of political stability. Since there were no significant

political disequilibria in these instances, there was little incentive to change

the existing rules; instead, the mixed systems remained in place. In contrast,

those countries whose political conditions altered in favour of full democratic

practices adapt to the transformation by embracing elements of the PR selec-

tion process to assure more inclusive politics, as happened early in the tran-

sition in Bulgaria and later on in Croatia. Mongolia is an exception as well,

as the shift from a semi-authoritarian to a democratic regime remains bound

to the majoritarian voting process. In this case, the persistence of the original

majoritarian formula is tied to the dominance of the two large political actors

in domestic politics, representing the former communists and the democratic

opposition, who have little incentive to open up the electoral system to wider

representation by an alternative selection process.

The Mongolian case is important for its affirmation that majoritarian elec-

toral provisions can serve the cause of democratization even in conditions of

political transition. This is not the case in the other instances of majoritarian

electoral institutions, which are all found in states with the worst record of

pluralist politics in the former communist world. Table 2 reveals that the

most authoritarian regimes in the region, such as Belarus, Turkmenistan or

Uzbekistan, opted for an exclusively majoritarian form of elections, while

the other two countries in the ‘authoritarian’ category have a mixed system

but with predominant majoritarian tiers, 87 per cent in Kazakhstan and

65 per cent in Tajikistan. Obviously, authoritarian regimes prefer to rely on

the winner-takes-all mode of elections to secure their political domination.

With the exception of Mongolia, no regime classified as democratic or

semi-authoritarian has chosen to implement a purely majoritarian system of

voting.

A comparison of Tables 1 and 2 reinforces the point, as there is an obvious

shift over time among semi-authoritarian regimes away from majoritarian for-

mulas, so that the semi-authoritarian–majoritarian group consisting in the first

election of six cases is devoid of cases at the last election. This is due either to

the migration of regimes with majoritarian systems from semi-authoritarian to

full authoritarian status, as for example Belarus and Kyrgyzstan, or to the

more common path of moving away from majoritarian towards PR, either

as part of a mixed system (Albania, Ukraine) or to full PR (Macedonia,

Yugoslavia). Both paths, the descending one of semi-authoritarianism to

authoritarianism and the ascending one to more open politics, confirm that

authoritarian regimes select majoritarian systems, while democratic polities

prefer proportional representation rules.
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The distribution of cases among the three principal variants of electoral

systems underscores the strong migration over time towards more inclusive

election rules. The states opting for the PR system are concentrated in

Eastern Europe, where the transformation from communism was led more evi-

dently by opposition forces or gave rise to mass movements. The transition here

was infused with the demand to open the political process to a multiplicity of

voices, thereby strengthening the propensity to design election procedures

favouring broad representation. By the last election cycle, the East European

states had all shed the majority electoral systems inherited from the communist

period, in most instances moving to full PR procedures. There has been no

reverse trajectory from proportional to majoritarian selection, although a

number of attempts in that direction were proposed by emerging dominant

forces in the new democracies. The failure of these reforms affirms once

more the robust nature of institutions. Beyond that, it offers evidence that the

opening of the political process to numerous actors is difficult to restrain sub-

sequently by reforming the election formula, as these actors fear that a shift

away from permissive rules of competition will endanger their presence in

the legislative arena. In this, developments in the post-communist camp

reflect a world-wide trend that guards against the uncertainty of outcomes by

means of a shift from majoritarian systems, which divide the political actors

into winners and losers, to proportional representation systems, which provide

a better opportunity for political access to more segments of the polity.27

Reform of Electoral Rules

The comparison of electoral formulas at the start and end points of the post-

communist period demonstrates that, while there is alteration at the election

system level, there is also considerable endurance in the original design.

This raises the corollary issue of whether change is more evident in the com-

ponents of the electoral system, namely district magnitude, legal threshold and

assembly size, since the expectation is that modifications within the system are

easier to initiate than transformation of the formula. For that reason, reforms

of the various properties of the electoral structure are likely to be more evident

than changes in formulas. To recall, change is driven by the uncertainty of

competitive politics, so the prediction is that reforms are most likely where

politics is highly contested and voters’ preferences are unpredictable. In

contrast, where the distribution of power is known and entrenched, there is

little incentive to amend the system that already works to the benefit of the

political winners.

Authoritarian regimes, therefore, will have the least reason to institute

change, while democratic regimes may seek adjustments in the electoral

process to remedy miscalculations induced by uncertainty. Among the
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latter, there is considerable evidence for the saliency of uncertainty in post-

communist politics. The abrupt transition from closed to more open politics

produced calculations without firm grounding in experience – a leap into

the future that required readjustment after the first result of electoral contesta-

tion. Beyond that, transition conditions created opportunities for many new

political forces to try their fortunes in the political game, often producing

extensive fragmentation and high volatility in the party systems that under-

mined political stability.28 In turn, these developments ushered in concerns

to ensure stability in the political process by means of greater efficacy and

better governance, through a reduction of the divisions in the political

space. In that way, the electoral system was subject to two distinct pulls, rep-

resentation and efficiency. The first demand favoured a more permissive elec-

toral process allowing for multiple political parties; the second favoured more

restrictive rules to control the entry of political players.

Reform of the electoral design in the post-communist period was subject to

these two contradictory incentives. Uncertainty favoured electoral adjust-

ments towards assurances of representation by means of inclusive electoral

procedures, for example PR with large district magnitude, with low thresholds

and large legislative chambers. Stability required electoral changes that

favoured larger parties and effective government by foreclosing opportunities

for entry by instituting majoritarian systems, or low magnitude districts in PR

systems, or higher thresholds for representation in the legislature.

Table 3 offers a synopsis of reforms for the electoral formula and its com-

ponent properties for the 112 elections in the region between 1990 and 2005.

At the system level, the changes reaffirm the direction of change by regime

type between the first and the last elections. Changes to different formulas

favour the incorporation of PR among semi-authoritarian regimes, with few

reforms at the formula level among democratic and authoritarian regimes.

Some exceptions occur as in Azerbaijan 2003 and in Kyrgyzstan 2005,

when the authoritarian regimes reverted from mixed systems with some pro-

portional representation to full majoritarian systems, as expected on the part of

entrenched elites who favour more restrictive procedures to consolidate

power. Among democratic regimes that had committed themselves to exclu-

sive PR or mixed systems with significant proportional representation, there

are no changes from one formula type to another – although there were

alterations in the counting rules within each formula type, to the benefit of

the larger parties. Clearly, while retaining the commitment of permissive rep-

resentation, these reforms were a nod in the direction of stability by the intro-

duction of rules making the penetration of the legislative space by smaller or

new political parties more difficult.

Evidence on the other components of the electoral system confirms signifi-

cant alterations (that is, changes of more than 20 per cent) in magnitude,
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TABLE 3

PROCESS OF ELECTORAL SYSTEM DESIGN

Number of changes in

Status at
first election First election Last election

No. of
elections

System
formula

PR
type

Majorit.
type

Mixed
type

District
magnitude Threshold

Assembly
size

Democratic
Czech Rep. PR PR 5 1 1
Hungary Mix, 54 per cent PR Mix, 54 per cent PR 4 1
Lithuania Mix, 50 per cent PR Mix, 50 per cent PR 4 1 1
Poland PR PR 5 2 2 1
Slovakia PR PR 5 1 1 1
Slovenia PR PR 4 1 1

Sub-total 27 0 5 0 1 4 5 0

Semi-authoritarian
Albania Majoritarian Mix, 29 per cent PR 6 1 1 2 2 1
Armenia Mix, 21 per cent PR Mix, 43 per cent PR 3 1 1
Belarus Majoritarian Majoritarian 3 1
Bosnia PR PR 4 1
Bulgaria Mix, 50 per cent PR PR 6 1 1
Croatia Mix, 48 per cent PR PR 4 1 2 1
Estonia PR PR 4
Georgia Mix, 64 per cent PR Mix, 64 per cent PR 4 1 1 2
Kyrgyzstan Majoritarian Majoritarian 3 2 2
Latvia PR PR 4 1
Macedonia Majoritarian PR 3 2 1 1
Moldova PR PR 4 1
Mongolia Majoritarian Majoritarian 5 2 2
Romania PR PR 5 2

(Continued)
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TABLE 3 CONTINUED

Number of changes in

Status at
first election First election Last election

No. of
elections

System
formula

PR
type

Majorit.
type

Mixed
type

District
magnitude Threshold

Assembly
size

Russia Mix, 50 per cent PR Mix, 50 per cent PR 4
Ukraine Majoritarian Mix, 50 per cent PR 3 1
Sub-total 65 8 0 2 2 10 10 6

Authoritarian
Azerbaijan Mix, 20 per cent PR Majoritarian 3 1 1
Kazakhstan Majoritarian Mix, 13 per cent PR 4 1 1 1
Tajikistan Majoritarian Mix, 35 per cent PR 3 1 1
Turkmenistan Majoritarian Majoritarian 3
Uzbekistan Majoritarian Majoritarian 3 1
Yugoslavia Mix, 60 per cent PR PR 4 1 3

Sub-total 20 4 0 1 0 3 1 3

Total 112 12 5 3 3 17 16 9
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threshold and assembly size that together outweigh the formula reform

(Table 3). These changes are not as strongly unidirectional as the alteration

in formulas favouring proportional representation. Furthermore, the direction

of reforms on these electoral properties is more towards restrictive rather than

permissive decision rules, in effect constraining some of the benefits of

opening the political process by the shift from majoritarian to PR systems.

These reforms conform to the fact that the extensive fragmentation and vola-

tility of party systems in many former communist states create pressures to

trim the permissive nature of the formula by imposing constraints through

other procedures. This trend is especially evident in threshold and assembly

size reforms that restrict access, in comparison with alterations in district

magnitude that operate in both exclusory and inclusory directions.

The most frequent change is district magnitude, a trend expected as magni-

tude is thought to have the greatest impact on the structuring of party systems.

Yet there is no uniform direction here, the data show that the 17 reforms at

times constrain but more often facilitate political competition, so that vari-

ations in district size are the most ambiguous of the reforms undertaken in

the electoral systems of post-communism (Tables 3 and 4). On average, the

reforms are implemented with the same frequency (one alteration for about

six elections) in all three regime types, although in absolute terms the

number is concentrated among semi-authoritarian regimes as this sort is the

most numerous at the start of the transition. Among the seven states in this

category, three revised the district size twice, some reverting to the original

magnitude after an interlude of reform. Mongolia, for example, went from a

single-member district in 1990 to multi-member districts of two to four

members by plurality in 1992, only to restore single-member districts for

the 1996 election. In a similar back and forth process, Albania revised its

single PR district from a magnitude of 40 to 25 to 40 again for the 1992,

1996 and 1997 elections. In these cases, the change was only a temporary

abridgement of a more permanent design. In Albania the effort towards a

more restrictive decision rule was due to the attempt by the elites to consoli-

date their position, a manoeuvre which failed thanks to a strong backlash that

questioned the fairness of the new rules. In Croatia, the two reforms in PR

magnitude accompanied a change from a mixed to a fully proportional

system, shifting from a single PR district of 80 to ten districts with 14 seats

each. While this appears as an important exclusory move, the elimination of

the SMD component of the mixed electoral system to full PR redressed the

effect in favour of an inclusive process. That being the case, the reform was

integral to the opening of Croatian politics at the end of the Tudjman era.

The overall trend in reforms of district magnitude among the semi-

authoritarian regimes is in the direction of more inclusive politics, as

several of these regimes moved to more pluralist forms of politics. Most
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pronounced is the change in Georgia for the 1999 election, from ten districts

with 15 seats each to a single nation-wide district of 150 seats, a clear reflec-

tion of the pressures on the Georgian regime to open the process to opposition

forces – a development that culminated in the coloured revolution of 2003. A

similar trend occurred in Yugoslavia, where the changes in district magnitude

for the three elections between 1992 and 2000 are directly related to attempts

to manipulate access to the site of power, for example the imposition by

Slobodan Miloševic of lower district magnitude for the 1996 election in

order to constrain the political opposition.29 Yugoslavia was the only case

among regimes defined initially as authoritarian that sought to manipulate

the political process by adjusting electoral districts, since it was operating

according to mixed rules that included a large PR component. All other

authoritarian regimes were heavily reliant on the majoritarian system as the

most restrictive form of electoral politics, and have adhered to single-

member districts throughout the post-communist period.

The three democratic regimes that have altered their district magnitude have

moved towards both restrictive and permissive electoral procedures. Poland has

altered its districts twice, first for the 1993 elections by reducing the average

magnitude from 10.6 to 7.5 while maintaining the same magnitude of 69 for

the national district, then for the 2001 election by increasing average magnitude

to 11.2 at the lower tier and eliminating the upper one. These changes sought to

curb the multipartism and volatility of the Polish party system, one of the most

unwieldy in Eastern Europe.30 The change in the Czech Republic for the 2002

election resulted in an important decrease in district magnitude, from 25 to

14, reflecting a restrictive effort on the part of ‘winners’ in a more consolidated

Czech party system than its Polish equivalent. In these instances, the aim of the

magnitude shifts has been to introduce greater effectiveness or to enforce stab-

ility in the political system. An opposite trend has been in evidence in Slovakia,

which adopted a new electoral law for the 1998 legislative vote that altered the

four districts with an average magnitude of 37.5 into a single nation-wide PR

district of 150 seats. This provided a significant increase of opportunities for

political entry by new and smaller parties, and was a reflection of the change

in the political situation of the republic at the end of the Mečiar era.31

The evidence for reform in the democratic regimes, at least in relation to

district magnitude, testifies to a variety of motivations to affect the electoral

process, and underscores the crucial import of political context in institutional

design. Among all the components of electoral systems, magnitude is the

property with the greatest influence on voting results. The fact that alteration

in district magnitude is most evident in the semi-authoritarian regimes that are

more prone to political evolution, and that persistence in district magnitude is

most common among the more stable authoritarian and democratic regimes,

reflects prevailing political conditions.
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As for the other elements of the electoral systems, there are only half as

many changes in assembly size as in magnitude among the electoral

systems in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (Tables 3 and 4). In

this case, however, the modifications are virtually uniformly in the direction

of smaller legislative chambers. The effect is a more restrictive electoral

process since there are fewer available seats for the contending parties. The

reforms on this dimension are heavily concentrated among the semi-

authoritarian and authoritarian regimes. Bulgaria in 1991 is the only democratic

regime to have instituted a smaller legislative chamber: there the shift is from

the exceptional Constituent Assembly of 1990, devised to create a new consti-

tutional order, to a smaller working parliament. In the other countries, the

number of seats declines significantly to foster a restrictive electoral environ-

ment. The one exception is Kyrgyzstan, where the initial number of legislative

seats is unusually low – 35 in 1995, and the two reforms increased the assem-

bly size, first to 60 in 2000, then to 75 for the 2005 election (subsequently

invalidated). While this does make the electoral system more inclusive over

time, even in conditions of authoritarianism, the parliament in Kyrgyzstan

remained among the smallest chambers in the post-communist universe, and

thus still highly restrictive in comparative terms. In all the other cases of

reform of the assembly size among authoritarian and semi-

authoritarian regimes, the direction of change is towards a more exclusory

electoral process. As many of these regimes have successfully entrenched

the power of the incumbent elite during the post-communist era, so they

have constrained the legislative arena to the entry of opposition forces. The

restrictive trend is most pronounced among the strictest regimes in the

region: for example, in Belarus from 260 to 110 seats between the 1995 and

2000 elections, in Tajikistan from 181 to 63 seats in the same period, in

Uzbekistan from 250 to 120 seats between 1999 and 2004, and in Kazakhstan

from 177 to 77 seats from 1994 to 1999. There is thus no doubt that revisions

in assembly size have been used in these instances to foreclose political

openings and ensure the malleability of the legislative chambers.

The legal threshold as a minimum requirement for legislative represen-

tation is another mechanism for exclusion. In fact, the legal bar has been

extensively used in the post-communist PR electoral systems to prevent

small political parties from cluttering the legislative arena. The practice

already occurred in the original electoral design immediately after the collapse

of communism, as well as through a series of reforms in states that have

adopted or raised the threshold during the subsequent period (see Table 4).

Since the device applies only to PR systems, it is not encountered among

the authoritarian regimes that employ majoritarian electoral formulas. Thus,

the particularly high eight per cent threshold used in Azerbaijan’s PR tier

had disappeared by the last election, since the electoral system reverted
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TABLE 4

CHANGES IN DISTRICT MAGNITUDE, THRESHOLD AND ASSEMBLY SIZE��

Status at PR percentage

Magnitude Threshold
Assembly

size

Number of
last election at last election First Last First Last First Last elections

Democratic
Bulgaria 400 240 6
Croatia 1 4

60 14 3 5
Czech Republic 25 14.28 5 5� 5
Estonia 4
Hungary 54 4 5 4
Latvia 4 5 4
Lithuania 50 4 5� 4
Mongolia 5
Poland 10.57 11.22 0 5� 5

69
Romania 0 5� 5
Slovakia 37.5 150 3 5� 5
Slovenia 3 seats 4 4

Semi-authoritarian
Albania 1 1 250 140 6

29 40 2.5�

Armenia 1 1 190 131 3
43 40 56

Bosnia 21 3.75 4
12

Georgia 1 1 4
64 15 150 0 7

Macedonia 1 3
20 0

Moldova 4 6� 4
Russia 50 4
Ukraine 1 1 3

50 225 4
Yugoslavia 1 4

8.4 5.11 5 Dist. 5 Dist.

Authoritarian
Azerbaijan 1 1 3

25 8
Belarus 260 110 3
Kazakhstan 1 1 177 77 4

13 10 7
Kyrgyzstan 35 75 3
Tajikistan 1 1 181 63 3

35 22 5
Turkmenistan 3
Uzbekistan 250 120 3

�Threshold requirement for single party; higher requirements for coalitions.
��Where relevant the changes for mixed or tiered PR systems are provided on separate lines for
each tier.
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from a mixed to a full majoritarian procedure. The threshold continues to be

present in the two mixed systems in this cohort, with Kazakhstan utilizing an

unusually high restrictive minimum of seven per cent, and Tajikistan employ-

ing the more common five per cent threshold. Even in these two countries,

where PR is but a small part of the mixed electoral design, the proportional

representation tier enforces additional restrictive demands on political actors

to help sustain the dominance of the party in power.

A similar tendency is evident among the semi-authoritarian systems,

where the threshold has been introduced and increased on a number of

occasions to constrain entry into parliament. For instance, the requirement

to clear the representation bar was increased significantly in Georgia prior

to that nation’s coloured revolution, first from zero to five per cent and

then to seven per cent in the three elections of the period 1992–99. In

Ukraine, as well, a four per cent threshold was put into operation as the

country reformed its electoral formula from majoritarian to mixed tiers in

1998. In these contexts, the manoeuvre confirmed the desire of the authoritar-

ian elite to minimize political challenges by foreclosing options for represen-

tation. In contrast, in Albania and Macedonia the threshold was lowered,

introducing more permissive electoral contestation. In both states, the

reform of electoral processes coincided with a relaxation of the political

climate from an entrenched semi-authoritarianism towards the more pluralist

end of the regime continuum.

The opposite trend has taken place in polities with already well-

established open politics, where increases in the minimum threshold of rep-

resentation have been used to stabilize volatile party systems. The democratic

regimes in the post-communist region employ legal bars to preclude the

further dispersion of the political space, with virtually all thresholds at the

last elections requiring a five per cent vote for single parties as a condition

for entry into parliament (Table 4). In several states, including Bulgaria,

Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Slovakia, the minimum is even higher for

party coalitions, an additional electoral barrier to prevent the circumvention

of the threshold by political alliances. The intention is to curb the fragmenta-

tion of the party systems by excluding smaller actors from political access.

In that way, the more demanding minimums for representation among the

post-communist democratic regimes are implanted to assure the stability of

pluralist politics.

Most democratic regimes in the region have increased the threshold at

some point in the aftermath of the founding elections. Among these steps

was the imposition of a threshold where there was none previously, to stem

the proliferation of parties that undermined political stability. The most noto-

rious example is that of Poland in the aftermath of the 1991 election, when the

absence of any legal bar gave rise to dozens of parties competing for a chance

REGIMES AND ELECTORAL SYSTEMS IN POST-COMMUNISM 425



to enter parliament, and culminating in 29 parties succeeding in the endea-

vour. In large part as a reaction to the consequent instability, a threshold of

five per cent for parties and eight per cent for coalitions was introduced

before the premature 1993 elections. In Romania, as well, the lack of a

minimum requirement at the first post-communist election gave way to a

three per cent threshold for the 1992 and 1996 elections, and a subsequent

increase to five per cent starting with the 2000 contest, with higher require-

ments for party coalitions. In the other democratic regimes, there was a

threshold requirement in place for the founding election, but only Bulgaria

and Estonia did not tamper subsequently with the legal bar. In the remaining

cases, there was an increase in the minimum requirement for representation in

the legislative chamber, generally through a rise from four per cent to five per

cent, but also larger increments in Croatia and Slovakia or more stringent

requirements for coalitions, as in the Czech Republic or Lithuania. These

data point to the universal use of formal thresholds of representation among

the democratic regimes, and also reveal consistent adjustments over time to

raise the bar for entry into parliament.

The threshold is employed among the open political regimes in the post-

communist region to prevent small parties and new aspirants from cluttering

the political system. The legal bar is more prevalent than the other measures of

exclusion, such as low district magnitude or assembly size. The threshold is

also an electoral rule that is employed much more frequently and at higher

levels than in other democratizing regimes, whether in West Europe or

Latin America.32 The practice is an especially significant innovation in elec-

toral design applied in the post-communist states. It can be surmised that this

mechanism was a deliberate attempt on the part of political elites and electoral

designers to reduce the radical fragmentation of the political space with the

blossoming of pluralist politics. The explosion of political actors at the start

of the transition accentuated the uncertainty of the system, as voters experi-

enced considerable co-ordination problems in electoral choices, given the

absence of historical ties and partisan identifications between the electorate

and parties.33 In order to curtail the disruptive effect of too many actors, the

choice in electoral design was to stabilize the system by reducing the fragmen-

tation through the imposition of minimum thresholds of representation. In

effect, the threshold was a signal to political actors and to voters to discourage

choices for contenders unable to clear the minimum requirement, thereby

forcing more strategic actions by elites and voters. From the point of view

of electoral design, the utility of the threshold over other forms of electoral

management is its transparency. Simply put, minimum bars are easier to

comprehend as regards their effect on party fortunes than adjustments in

district magnitude or rules for calculating the vote-to-seat conversion. By

first introducing and then raising thresholds, the new democracies in the
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post-communist world were signalling their concern for stability and effec-

tiveness, alongside their commitment to representation by PR systems.

Conclusion

Electoral engineering in post-communism has followed a predictable pattern

that emulates the dominant world-wide trend towards enhanced provisions

of proportional representation, through the selection and institutionalization

of PR formulas over time, to the detriment of majoritarian electoral

systems. Regimes successful at democratization are especially likely to turn

to proportional representation as a primary means of determining voters’ pre-

ferences in political contestation. While the finding may appear tautological,

the fact remains that many established democracies around the world, such as

the Anglo-Saxon countries and other states influenced by that political tra-

dition, continue to embrace majoritarian formulas as the preferred selection

method for political candidates.34 None the less, despite this permissive

trend, a dualism persists in the electoral engineering of the post-communist

states. Alongside the turn to more permissive, inclusive PR systems among

democratic regimes, the penchant for the more restrictive, exclusory majori-

tarian systems persists among the authoritarian regimes and to a lesser

extent the semi-authoritarian regimes of the region. The introduction of elec-

toral choices in these conditions demonstrates a preference among the power

elites for decision rules that heed the prevailing global ideology of ‘electoral

democracy’, but constrain representation by instituting winner-takes-all

voting procedures that limit the opposition’s access to the political process.

The divide in the design of electoral rules reflects strongly a geopolitical

and historical division between the states of Eastern Europe and those of

the former Soviet Union. Among the former, including the Baltic States, the

selected designs have been the PR electoral formulas or mixed formulas

with a significant PR tier. Albania remains the only exception in this part of

the region, testifying to the problematic nature of transition politics in that

country. In contrast, the post-Soviet states are squarely aligned along an

axis of majoritarian or mixed systems with prevailing SMD tiers. All these

patterns demonstrate a strong connection between regime type and electoral

design: proportional representation is associated with an open, pluralist politi-

cal process that helps with the consolidation of democracy; by contrast, most

authoritarian regimes cling to majoritarian formulas that restrict competition.

While it is difficult to isolate the causal mechanism between regime type and

electoral engineering, recent political events in the post-communist region

demonstrate the importance of election rules for political development. The

success of the recent ‘coloured revolutions’ turned on the opposition’s

ability in Yugoslavia, Georgia or Ukraine to challenge closed or fraudulent
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elections, and then initiate an opening of decision rules and practices that

facilitated a ‘second regime’ transformation towards pluralist politics.35 In

contrast, where the opposition was unable to challenge the conduct of the pol-

itical contest effectively and undermine the existing election procedures, in,

say, Azerbaijan or Uzbekistan, the authoritarian regimes continue to cling

to exclusory forms of selection by a majoritarian formula. At the very least,

these events show the influence that political regimes have on the design of

electoral systems and point to the need to transform regimes in order to

enable the reform of voting rules.

Another dualism characterizes the trajectory of reforms after the founding

elections, expressed on the one hand by the adaptation of more inclusive elec-

toral formulas and on the other hand by more restrictive decision rules within

the formulas. The predominant direction of change during the post-communist

era has occurred at the system level with the movement away from majoritarian

to proportional and mixed systems, so as to accommodate the diversity and

multiplicity of political actors emerging at the end of communism. Naturally

this embrace of PR as a means of translating votes into seats occurs among

the most democratic regimes in the region and among those regimes that

move away from semi-authoritarianism to install a more open political

process. The selection is driven primarily by the concern of the newly energized

political forces to preserve their access to legislative politics; so, even though

the design of electoral systems is a function of self-interest, the choice of

more inclusive rules helps to nurture the development of democratic tendencies.

At the same time, the opening of the political process in the wake of the

collapse of communism often leads to an overload of competitors, an uncer-

tain political space, and voter confusion, contributing to an inchoate party

structure. To remedy this thrust produced by PR electoral designs, the

reform agenda of the democratic regimes concentrates on additional steps to

contain the political instability and excessive fragmentation. In these cases,

the effort is to stem extreme dispersion of political forces by instituting proce-

dures that enhance the effectiveness of the new systems. This is achieved by

maintaining the PR electoral formulas to safeguard access, but at the same

time employing electoral mechanisms that enhance political order. The

main method of attaining these goals is by reducing opportunities for small

and new political actors and by encouraging voters to behave strategically

in favour of existing and larger political actors. As a result, most of the

reforms focus on a reduction in the number of available parliamentary seats

and an increase in the threshold of representation. In this manner, the

design and reform of the electoral process in the democratic regimes of

post-communism have worked to foster both representation and effectiveness.

The collapse of communism produced an expansive period of institutional

engineering, matched by few other periods in history. In the new political
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context, ‘electoral democracy’ emerged as an important legitimating criterion

for the emerging systems, although the development of the electoral structure

was clearly defined by the nature of the successor regimes. Where the political

opposition had an advantage and democratic regimes were established, the

design and reform of electoral rules stressed the values of inclusion through

the adaptation of permissive proportional representation formulas in the

new competitive environment. In contrast, where incumbent political elites

remained in control and new types of authoritarian regimes arose, there was

little incentive to reform the inherited majoritarian electoral structure. Here

the original design relegated other political preferences to minority status

without the capacity to penetrate the political space effectively, and as a

result there were few reforms to alter the system of selection that already

favoured the dominant political force.
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