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Parliaments and Places: How well do Representatives
Reflect the Geographic Diversity of Voters?

I Voters value localness as a descriptive trait in candidates, and
candidates often cue strategically their local credentials to
reap an electoral bonus.

I Yet, it is often claimed not all places are equally represented
in legislatures, and that this contributes to spatially unequal
policy outcomes.

I How should we expect geographic ‘representativeness’ to vary
across countries?

I How do we measure geographic ‘representativeness’?
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Assumptions

I Voters prefer legislators from their local areas.

I Parties are biased towards certain parts of the country due to
the unequal distribution of ‘political credentials’ (wealth,
education, closeness to political power, access to party
structures etc.).

I Electoral rules yield variation on two criteria that should
therefore predict representativeness:

1. Party Incentives: incentives for viable parties to select local
candidates over ‘parachuted’ ones.

2. Voter Leverage: ability of voters to express a local preference
beyond their partisan preferences.
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Further Assumptions

I Though voters value localness, it is normally a second-order
consideration vis-à-vis partisanship.

I To simplify can think of this phenomenon it in terms of two
‘voter types’:

1. Most voters are ‘partisans’, who will consider localness only
between candidates of the same party.

2. A subset ` of voters are ‘localists’, who will always vote for the
local choice of any party, if available. In list systems, they will
break across parties proportionally to their list’s share of local
candidates.

I Parties have spatial biases: at least for some territorial units, a
party would prefer to ‘parachute’ a non-local.

17 / 90



The Puzzle Theory Measurement Cross-Country Analysis Paired Comparison Conclusion

Further Assumptions

I Though voters value localness, it is normally a second-order
consideration vis-à-vis partisanship.
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Features of Electoral Systems Considered

1. Constituency Structure (single-, multi-, mixed-member).

2. Ballot Structure (closed lists/single party candidates vs
various forms of preferential voting, via e.g. open or flexible
lists, STV, SNTV).

3. District Magnitude.
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Single-Member (SM) systems

Seat safety (whether the expected margin between parties is larger
than `) creates different party incentives and voter leverage.

In competitive seats, i.e. |E (P1)− E (P2)| ≤ `:

I High party incentives:
I High visibility of candidate → more localist voters
I High payoff of local candidate → choosing a local can make a

difference between winning 100% of seats or 0% (unlike PR).

I High voter leverage:
I Voters will always be able to choose the local, provided that at

least one viable party fields one, which they have high
incentives to do anyway.
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Single-Member (SM) systems

In safe seats, i.e. |E (P1)− E (P2)| > `:

I Low party incentives:
I No payoff of local candidate choice → for the only viable party

fielding a local makes no difference to election outcome.

I Low voter leverage:
I Voters can never overrule the only viable party’s candidate

choice.

Therefore, SMD systems present a combination of the ‘best’
equilibrium for local representation in competitive seats and the
‘worst’ equilibrium in safe seats.

26 / 90



The Puzzle Theory Measurement Cross-Country Analysis Paired Comparison Conclusion

Single-Member (SM) systems

In safe seats, i.e. |E (P1)− E (P2)| > `:

I Low party incentives:
I No payoff of local candidate choice → for the only viable party

fielding a local makes no difference to election outcome.

I Low voter leverage:
I Voters can never overrule the only viable party’s candidate

choice.

Therefore, SMD systems present a combination of the ‘best’
equilibrium for local representation in competitive seats and the
‘worst’ equilibrium in safe seats.

27 / 90



The Puzzle Theory Measurement Cross-Country Analysis Paired Comparison Conclusion

Single-Member (SM) systems

In safe seats, i.e. |E (P1)− E (P2)| > `:

I Low party incentives:
I No payoff of local candidate choice → for the only viable party

fielding a local makes no difference to election outcome.

I Low voter leverage:
I Voters can never overrule the only viable party’s candidate

choice.

Therefore, SMD systems present a combination of the ‘best’
equilibrium for local representation in competitive seats and the
‘worst’ equilibrium in safe seats.

28 / 90



The Puzzle Theory Measurement Cross-Country Analysis Paired Comparison Conclusion

Multi-Member (MTM) systems

I Modest party incentives:

I As district magnitude increases, lower visibility of candidates
vis-à-vis party brand than in SM systems.

I In larger districts, parties may select unevenly across territorial
units within districts. These may be slates that are fully local
to the district, but represent unequally sub-district units.

I Payoff of local candidate is lower than in competitive SMDs
(each additional marginal fraction ` increases the expected
number of seats proportionally).

I However, the payoff is never null, as in safe SMDs: parties
don’t have strong priors on who ‘gets’ the last seat.
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vis-à-vis party brand than in SM systems.

I In larger districts, parties may select unevenly across territorial
units within districts. These may be slates that are fully local
to the district, but represent unequally sub-district units.

I Payoff of local candidate is lower than in competitive SMDs
(each additional marginal fraction ` increases the expected
number of seats proportionally).

I However, the payoff is never null, as in safe SMDs: parties
don’t have strong priors on who ‘gets’ the last seat.

33 / 90



The Puzzle Theory Measurement Cross-Country Analysis Paired Comparison Conclusion

Multi-Member (MTM) systems

I Voter leverage depends on ballot structure:

I Leverage is high under preferential voting (PV) rules, as voters
can overrule parties’ preference, by changing the list order or
determine within-party allocation of seats.

I Leverage is low without PV (i.e. closed lists): parties can
secure seats for ‘parachuted’ candidates by placing them
higher up in the list.
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Mixed-Member (MXM) systems

Naive view: halfway between SM and MTM systems.

However, there are contamination effects in the SM tier. These
refers to ways in which the presence of a MTM tier affects party
incentives in the SM tier:

I More parties compete in SMDs under MXM rules, as – even if
the seat is hopeless – putting up a ‘face’ increases party share
in the MTM tier (Herron and Nishikawa, 2001) → more
competitive SMDs.

I Even in non-competitive SMDs, there is an incentive to select
‘locals’, as these will increase party share in the MTM relative
to a ‘parachuted’ candidate.
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Summing Up
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Challenges in Measuring Spatial Representativeness of
Legislatures

1. What does it mean to be ‘from’ somewhere?

2. Different geographical units within and between countries.

3. Making distance matter.

4. Comparing countries of widely different population, land area,
geographic shape, legislature size etc.

5. Accounting for internal migration.
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Our Solution: SURLI

1. What does it mean to be ‘from’ somewhere?

I We use MPs’ municipality of birth: pros and cons to it, but
widely available (sort of): 13,808 entries for 62 legislatures,
building on Global Leadership Programme (GLP) dataset.

2. Different geographical units within and between countries.

I We use the gridded population data: we geocode MPs’
birthplaces and sort them into 15 × 15 arcmin cells, for which
we have population estimates.
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Our Solution: SURLI

3. Making distance matter.

I Initial idea: using the Earth Mover’s Distance (EMD), an
algorithm that computes minimum amount of work (Mass ×
Distance) required to convert one distribution into the other.

I The EMD is however very computationally intensive for larger
countries, so we use an approximation, which we show
empirically to be equivalent for distribution across square(-ish)
grids.
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Our Solution: SURLI

3. Making distance matter.

I For our EMD approximation, we compute the integral of the
discrepancy between cumulative distribution functions of the
two distributions in one dimension (e.g. North-South).

I Then we ‘rotate’ the country, and repeat the exercise. Finally,
we take the weighted average across rotations of the integral
of the areas between cumulative one-dimensional distribution
functions.
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An example with two rotations:
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Our Solution: SURLI

4. Comparing countries of widely different population, land area,
geographic shape, legislature size etc.

I We draw 500 parliaments ‘at random’ (each grid has a
probability of expressing an MP proportional to population).

I We compute EMDs for each random draw of MPs and use
this distribution as the benchmark against which we compare
the ‘real’ EMD.

I SURLI is the number of standard deviations between the mean
of the simulated parliaments’ EMDs and the ‘real’ EMD.
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Our Solution: SURLI

5. Accounting for internal migration.

I Areas that experienced high inward migration may appear
underrepresented because there are fewer ‘locals’ than voters
today.

I We repeat the calculation using a proxy for the distribution of
birthplaces: population distribution in the mean legislator
birth year (data from HYDE3.2).

I All the analysis is conducted on both measures of SURLI.
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Summing Up

I SURLI is the number of standard devations of

I a country’s spatial discrepancy between the distribution of its
legislators’ birthplaces and its population,

I over the distribution of the same discrepancy measure
computed with 500 random draws of MPs from the population.
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Descriptives
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Cross-Country Analysis

I We regress SURLI on constituency structure (measured as a
three-category nominal and with a combination of share of
MTM seats plus MXM dummy), preferential vote, median
district magnitude, and controls.

I These include, across different models, population, land area,
GDP per capita, democracy score, federalism, spatial
economic inequality (spatial GINI in GDP per capita).
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Some Testable Implications

I SURLI only measures aggregate unrepresentativeness: but is
the overperformance of MXM systems really due to the fact
that its SM tier allows better local representation?

I Is the underperformance of SM systems really due to seat
safety?

I Are MXM systems really immune to the issue of seat safety,
thanks to contamination effects?
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Paired Comparison

I We employ legislator and district-level data for UK MPs and
German legislators elected in the SM tier to investigate.

I We code each legislator as ‘local-born’ if (1) her birthplace
falls in her district’s land area, or (2) her birthplace is within
20km (geodesic distance) from the district centroid.

I Seat safety: party’s margin of victory in the seat in the
current election.
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Paired Comparison

I We also look at the effect of seat safety on likelihood of a
newly elected MP being local-born.

I This time seat safety is measured as the difference between
the share of the vote of the party that currently holds the
seats in the previous election and its top rival (real or notional
results) → the variable takes negative values for ‘pickups’.

I We run a logit model with party, election and party × election
fixed effects, controlling for constituency area.
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Conclusion

I The paper proposes a method to compare spatial inequalities,
and applies it to legislative representation.

I Substantially, it draws a link between descriptive
representation of places in parliaments and electoral systems.

I On this dimension of representation, MXM perform better
than MTM and — against received wisdom — SM systems.
Tentative evidence of a positive effect of PV rules too.

I Case studies suggest that this may be due to ‘contamination
effects’ in the SM tier of MXM systems.
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Thank you for your kind attention
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