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Electoral Systems

Way in which votes are translated to seats

3 main groups:

1. Plurality/ Majority

2. Proportional

3. Mixed

4. Others
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1. Plurality/ Majority systems

Winner = candidate/ party with most votes 

Single member districts:
• First Past The Post (FPTP) Solomon Islands, UK, USA

• Alternative Vote (AV) (50%+)  PNG, Fiji, Australia

• Two Round System (50%+) France, Egypt

Multi-member districts: 
• Block Vote (as many votes as candidate seats)  

Tonga, Tuvalu

• Party Block Vote (1 vote, party with most votes 
wins all seats) Cameroon*, Chad*
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2. Proportional systems
Share of parliamentary seasts corresponds to share of 

votes received
(e.g. 40% votes received = 40% of seats won)

• List Proportional Representation (LPR)

Vote for a party list 
Nordic countries, Netherlands, Spain, Morocco

• Single Transferable Vote (STV)

Rank-order candidates in multi-member districts (re-distribute 
votes of least successful candidates ) 

Ireland 
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3. Mixed systems

• Parallel systems: Two independent elements 

Proportional Representation (PR) & Plurality/Majortiy 

Russia, Lithuania, Pakistan, Thailand

• Mixed Member Proportional (MMP): Two elements

PR compensates disproportinalitiy of Plurality/ Majority

New Zealand, Germany (compensatory seats granted)
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4. Other systems
• Single Non-Transferable Vote (SNTV) 

One vote in multi-member district, candidate-centred, 
highest votes wins 

Vanuatu, Afghanistan, Jordan, Pitcairn Islands

• Limited Vote 

More than one vote in multi-member district, 
candidate centred but not as many votes as candidates

Gibraltar

• Border Count

Preferetial, candidate centred, voters use numbers 
to mark preference it is valued accordingly, highest total wins

Nauru (modified)
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Electoral system variables which impact 
on women’s representation

• District magnitude: Size of the district 
determines number of people a party can 
nominate – the more people the better chance 
for gender balance

• Party magnitude: The more candidates elected 
from the same district and same party, the better 
chance for gender balance

• A formula that leads to greater competition: 
• Many parties in the legislature
• Few ”wasted” votes

• Ballot structure – candidate or party centered? 
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Quotas
• Measure to increase 

women’s participation = 
”fast track”

• < 97 countries around 
the world have gender 
quotas today, more and 
more countries are using 
quotas

• Other form of quotas e.g. 
for ethnic minorities and 
youth (Peru, Senegal)
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Quota types:
Constitutional/ Legislative Quotas:

• Applied in Nomination process or

• Results-based (e.g. 15 reserved seats or 30 % of 
national parliamentary seats)

Voluntary Political Party Quotas:

• Applied in Nomination process

• With rank-order rules, e.g. every third candidate 
should be a women (Zipper / Zebra quota)

• Without rank-order rules
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19 Best-fit combinations
• Systems with a second tier + reserved seats – a tier for 

women candidates only 

• List Proportional Representation (LPR) + 

– Small districts or Large districts (Belgium) + 
nomination – percentage regulations with
rank-order rules (e.g. Zipper-quotas) 

– Large districts + nominations – percentage 
regulations without rank-order rules (Macedonia)

• Others e.g. Block Vote + (Limited Vote and Single 
Non-Transferable Vote) + reserved seats – ”Best 
loser” system (Jordan)
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16 Impossible or non-favourable 
combinations

16 identified combinations are either not 
possible or not likely to be favourable to 
achieving a higher level of political participation 
for women

Likely reason: 

Candidate centred systems do not allow 
ranking to be determined beforehand or 
elected candidates to be changed after the 
election
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Other variables affecting the 
representation of women

• Enforceability of quota provisions: legislative vs 
voluntary

• Capacity of Election Management Body
(supervise, sanctions)

• Cultural factors and voter preference

• Political parties, level of internal democracy: 
– Idendification and support of aspirants

– Nomination procedures
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Table1. Comparative overview of selected countries

(11,3% ) AV (Plurality/ Majority)NoneFiji

26,7%    (2007)AV (Plurality/ Majority)PQAustralia

19,5%     (2005)FPTP (Plurality/ Majority)PQUK

56,8%*   (2008)List Proportional 
Representation 

LQRwanda

0,0%     (2006)FPTP (Plurality/ Majority)NoneSI

3,8% (2 women 2008)SNTV (Other system)NoneVanuatu

0,9%       (2007)AV (Plurality/ Majority)NonePNG

% of women in 
parliament at last 
election

Electoral systemQuota 
type

Country

PQ = Voluntary party quotas * according to BBC press release
LQ = Legislative  quotas 18th Sept 2008
Source: www.quotaproject.org;  www.ipu.org
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Conclusions I
• An electoral system is not neutral

• Quotas = fast track but controversial tool

• Party-centred electoral systems tend to work 
well with quotas targeting the nomination of 
candidates

• Candidate-centred electoral systems often need 
quotas targeting results

• The most effective quotas are likely to also be 
the most controversial ones
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Conclusions II

• Electoral system & quota to be used must be 
considered together instead of separately

• Electoral systems & quotas can be modified/ 
adapted to suit the specific context in which they 
are implemented

• When (re-) designing electoral institutions, 
include as many stakeholders as possible for 
broad endorsement



17

Sources

• Designing for Equality, 2007, International IDEA, 
by Stina Larserud & Rita Taphorn

• http://www.quotaproject.org

• http://ipu.org

• Electoral System Design: The New International 
IDEA Handbook, 2005 edition

• Picture: Anoli Perera


