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ABSTRACT 

 

 

We analyze the adoption of a party-list electoral system in Colombia, replacing a former 

highly ‘personalised’ system (in which seats were allocated solely on candidate votes). 

Consistent with theoretical expectations, there were two major changes. First, the party 

system was ‘rationalised’: the number of parties competing is now more consistent across 

districts. Formerly one-party dominant districts now feature interparty competition, and 

districts that formerly had numerous tiny parties now have fewer parties. Second, changes 

in the intraparty dimension ‘mirror’ those on the interparty dimension: where interparty 

competition increased, intraparty competition decreased, and vice versa. The results are 

important to both practical reform efforts and furthering knowledge on the effects of 

electoral systems and their reform. 
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Does electoral reform ‘work’? More specifically, can changes to the electoral system 

generate significant changes in behavior such that political parties become more capable 

of collective action and more accountable to voters for their actions in office? These are 

important questions for democracy, especially in the developing world. Numerous 

countries, both developed and developing, have undertaken electoral reforms in the past 

decade and a half. In many of these cases, concerns of political “instability,” deficits of 

accountability, or “clientelism” (the exchange of favors for votes
i
) have been at the 

forefront of the motivations for reform. 

Our analysis takes one case of democracy in the developing world and analyses 

changes to party and candidate behavior in the first post-reform election, compared to the 

last pre-reform election. The case is Colombia, which despite high levels of violence and 

drug-related corruption, has retained a functioning electoral democracy for over fifty 

years.
ii
 Colombia’s electoral reform of 2003 took the form of listisation—the introduction 

of a formula that allocates seats to party lists, replacing the former highly “personalised” 

system. Personalised electoral behavior implies that party organisations are of minimal 

importance to structuring the behavior of legislators and candidates. We argue that 
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listisation has predictable consequences that show up in politicians’ immediate strategies 

of adaptation to changed incentives. In our analysis, we leverage two features that make 

Colombia a “crucial” case study. First, one of the most important factors in electoral 

systems, the districts and their magnitudes (number of legislators elected), are held 

constant. There is wide variation in magnitude within Colombia, but each district retained 

the same magnitude in elections under different formulas.
iii
 Second, across the two 

elections the Colombian case has each of the three major multiseat-district electoral 

formulas: the single nontransferable vote (SNTV), closed-list proportional representation 

(PR), and open-list proportional representation (OLPR).  

We analyse, at the district level, changes in the number of parties, which we argue 

are the result of decisions of office-seekers to merge or split existing parties. These are 

interparty strategies. We also analyse intraparty strategies—which are less studied in the 

electoral-systems literature—specifically changes in the degree of intraparty competition 

in SNTV and OLPR, as well as the decisions of parties to present closed instead of open 

lists. 

Our findings suggest that in key respects the electoral reform worked both as its 

advocates intended and as political science theory would lead us to expect. However, in 

other respects, our findings pose new challenges to the expectations  of both practitioners 

and prior research. We argue that the various goals of the reformers can be summarised 

as a “rationalisation” of the party system. Electoral competition prior to the reform 

involved a bewildering array of distinct party and “movement” labels. Many of these 

were little more than the personal campaign vehicles of local politicians whose intentions 

with respect to national legislative or governing formulas likely were nebulous to voters. 
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Additionally, the larger “traditional” parties—Liberal and Conservative—were deeply 

fragmented internally. In this context, an overall reduction in systemic fragmentation 

would have the potential to enhance the connection between voters’ choice of candidate 

or party in legislative elections and the national policy-making process.  

The short-term changes that resulted on the interparty dimension included a 

reduction in the number of parties in the largest districts, at the same as the number of 

parties competing in smaller districts increased. Both changes are, we show, predictable 

consequences of the listisation of the formerly personalistic electoral system. In turn, 

these changes are potentially important for a key longer-term rationalisation of the party 

system. To the extent that tiny parties merge, more politicians share a common fate based 

on their collective performance in office. Meanwhile, the entry of new competing parties 

into districts that formerly were dominated by a single, but internally factionalised, party 

serves to knit these districts into the framework of national multiparty competition.
 iv
 

On the intraparty dimension, the process of listisation has reordered the 

competitive dynamic in important ways. Under SNTV, electoral competition was highly 

“personalised” in the sense that parties were essentially reducible to the individual vote-

drawing abilities of their elected candidates, as we develop in detail below. With party 

lists, on the other hand, candidates compete with one another (if the list is open), but their 

individual vote-drawing efforts accrue to their party as a whole. We show that the two 

dimensions of competition are a “mirror” of one another: in larger-magnitude districts, 

where parties merge and thereby reduce interparty competition, they become more 

competitive internally; however, in smaller districts where parties split and thus generate 

more interparty competition, they tend to be less competitive internally. Overall, changes 
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on the intraparty dimension are potentially important for longer-range goals of the 

reformers, as increased intraparty competition in large districts may dampen the 

clientelistic incentives resulting from the former highly personalised SNTV system. 

Nonetheless, one of our findings is a challenge to scholarly wisdom about intraparty 

competition. Contrary to expectations that closed lists generate more powerful incentives 

to cultivate collective party reputations than do open lists,
v
 we find clear evidence that it 

is the most “personalised” parties in Colombia’s first party-list election that presented the 

closed lists as a means to restrict intraparty competition in smaller districts. We now turn 

to an overview of Colombia’s electoral systems, followed by our theoretical expectations 

of office-seekers’ response to reform.  

 

The Colombian electoral systems and elections of 2002 and 2006 

Colombia’s congress consists of a House of Representatives, elected in 33 

districts with magnitude (M) ranging from 2 to 18 (mean 4.8, median 4), and a Senate 

elected in a single national district, with M=100.
vi
 The wide cross-district and cross-

chamber variation in district magnitude, but with no magnitude change across elections, 

offers substantial theoretical leverage on the impact of electoral system change on 

electoral coordination.
vii
  

The pre-reform seat-allocation formula, in use for decades, was simple (Hare) 

quota and largest remainders (SQLR), which is a standard proportional-representation 

(PR) formula.
viii 
 A simple  quota, sufficient to ensure a seat, was calcuated: votes divided 

by magnitude. Seats unfilled after allocation by quotas were filled by remainders (for 

each list, the original votes, minus used quotas), one per list in descending order, until all 

seats were filled. The operation of SQLR in Colombia rendered it essentially equivalent 
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to the single nontransferable vote, or SNTV,
ix
 because parties regularly endorsed not a 

single party list per district, but rather multiple personal lists.
x
 That is, each list served as 

the vehicle for an individual candidate. By presenting multiple personal lists, a party 

could take advantage of the lower cost, in votes, to win a seat via remainder than by 

quota. These lists typically contained other candidates, and thus, unlike the one-candidate 

“lists” of an actual SNTV system, they could earn more than one seat. For this reason, we 

might refer to the pre-reform system as quasi-SNTV. However, over time it had become 

increasingly rare for lists to elect two or more.
xi
 In any district in which no list wins a 

second seat, allocation via SQLR is exactly the same as if it were S�TV: each of the M 

largest lists wins one, and only one, seat. This was the case for all House seats in 2002 (as 

well as 1998), and thus we can treat the 2002 House as SNTV. The picture in the Senate 

was only slightly different: in each election from 1994 to 2002, 100 seats were filled by 

97 lists.  

The post-reform formula is D’Hondt divisors, under which a list’s votes are 

divided by a series of whole numbers (1, 2, 3,…) and seats are assigned to the resulting 

quotients until all are filled. The reform also included thresholds: half a Hare quota in the 

House (too small to have impact) and 2% in the Senate. D’Hondt favors larger lists,
xii
 

making it impossible for a party to win more seats by presenting multiple lists than it can 

win with a single list.
xiii
 Unusually, the new electoral law permits parties to present either 

a closed list (with candidates ranked by the party) or an open list (where ranks are 

determined exclusively by individual candidates’ preference votes).  

Table 1 shows aggregate results of the 2002 and 2006 elections. Notably, the 

long-dominant Liberal party won only 31% of the vote in 2002 and half that in 2006. The 
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main national dynamic was the candidacy of Alvaro Uribe, a former Liberal who would 

win the presidency as an independent in May, 2002. Many pro-Uribe candidates sought 

congressional seats in March, 2002, under the names of new parties or “movements,” 

further contributing to a proliferation of small parties that had begun over a decade 

earlier.
xiv
 By 2006, with Uribe on the cusp of reelection, the Liberal party split. The 

“official” Liberals had opposed Uribe in his first term while other Liberals joined his 

legislative coalition and contested the 2006 election under new banners. The new party-

list system made it untenable for both supporters and opponents of the president to run 

under a common label, because now a vote for any candidate on a given list pools over all 

its candidates—in marked contrast to SNTV. 

Table 1 about here 

 

Table 1 indicates that the most successful party in 2006 was the new Partido 

Social de Unidad �acional, known popularly as Partido de la U (to signal its uribista 

stance). Its membership consists of many former Liberals. In addition to la U, two other 

parties in Uribe’s coalition also performed well: the Cambio Radical and the 

Conservatives. Cambio Radical already existed in 2002, but gained new adherents among 

former Liberals and others prior to the 2006 election. The Conservative Party, one of 

Colombia’s oldest, regained some of its former strength in 2006, aided by the party-list 

system, which encouraged former splinters from within the conservative “family”
 xv
 to 

reunite under a common label. Another new party in 2006 was the Polo Democrático 

Alternativo, combining several small leftist opposition parties. 

SNTV is unusually “permissive” to very small parties, as is apparent from the 

“other” category in Table 1. Each “other” won less than three seats and the total number 
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of seats for these parties declined from fifty-nine to ten in the first D’Hondt election. This 

alone is a powerful demonstration of rationalisation, as we defined it above, because the 

congress now consists of fewer tiny parties that have a primarily local or personal profile. 

Now we turn our attention to the theoretically expected effects at the level of the various 

electoral districts.  

 

Expectations of reform 

A discussion of the expectations of any electoral reform can proceed on two 

tracks. First, what did reformers believe they were changing about their country’s 

politics? Second, what can political science theorising tell us about the consequences of 

electoral reform? As argued by Rae in his classic study,
xvi
 electoral systems have both 

“proximal” and “distal” consequences. Proximal consequences result directly from the 

application of the electoral formula to parties’ votes. Distal effects are longer-range 

impacts that shape the broader political process—for Rae, primarily political stability. 

Colombia’s reformers sought a wider array of distal effects, including a reduction in 

clientelism and what we have termed rationalisation of electoral competition. Obviously, 

with only one post-reform election, we can treat only proximal effects. Nonetheless, 

proximal consequences in the desired direction may be prerequisites for the reformers’ 

distal goals. 

Distal Effects: What Reformers Sought. Electoral reform in Colombia was an 

attempt to rationalise party competition and strengthen party organisations by 

diminishing the incentives for fragmentation and the emphasis of a “personal vote” over 

party programs.
xvii
 The proliferation of new party labels under control of regional or 

national leaders who were, in effect, declaring their independence from the traditional 
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(Liberal and Conservative) party leaderships increased concerns about 

“governability,”
xviii
 meaning the difficulty presidents had forging and maintaining 

legislative coalitions. 

The biggest concern of all for advocates of reform was “clientelism,” understood as 

the exchange of particularistic favors for votes.
xix
 Santana Rodríguez noted that 

individual candidates’ clientelistic networks gave them such autonomy from national 

parties that, “in a strict sense, parties do not exist.”
xx
 Rather, candidates heading their 

personal lists operated as independent microempresas (essentially, micro-enterprises for 

campaigning), regardless of party label.
xxi
 Clientelism and weakly disciplined parties 

were widely criticised for rendering legislators uninterested in passing national-level 

policy reforms sought by successive presidents.
xxii
 

At his 1998 inaugural President Andrés Pastrana proposed a reform to create “a new 

way to govern, to improve accountability, to compete for office, to design laws, and to 

build a better future.”
xxiii
 A key component of his proposal was party-list proportional 

representation. The political reform ultimately passed under Uribe in 2003, establishing 

the D’Hondt system used in 2006. 

Reformers expected that making parties, rather than individual microempresarios, 

the primary actors in elections and congress would redress problems of governability and 

clientelism. A smaller number of parties with a more national scope than the existing 

regional “movements” and personal factions would facilitate forging policy coalitions. At 

the same time, party lists—which reformers intended be closed—would redress the 

situation in which “citizens do not recognise their elected officials as spokesmen for 
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collective interests,” but rather merely as “purveyors of local favors,” as Pastrana said in 

a national address.
xxiv
 

 By definition, distal effects do not show up immediately. However, if the 

institutional changes are the right “engineering” solution for the perceived problems of 

the pre-existing system, we should observe proximal effects showing electoral behavior 

moving in the “right” direction. We now turn to a theoretical assessment of the likely 

proximal effects of a change from SNTV rules to D’Hondt party-list PR. 

Proximal effects: How office-seekers adapt. We assess the impact of the electoral 

reform on both the interparty and intraparty dimensions of electoral competition. The 

interparty dimension concerns the number and relative sizes of parties that compete for 

and win seats. The intraparty dimension concerns the extent of competition among co-

partisan candidates, including whether to present an open or closed list under the new 

system and the distribution of votes across co-partisan candidates under SNTV or open 

lists. 

Proximal consequences of reform on the interparty dimension may rationalise 

party competition by reducing the extremely high number of parties. Such consequences 

may point the system towards desired distal consequences such as improved 

governability. On the intraparty dimension, proximal consequences such as the pooling 

votes on party lists may help bring about desired distal consequences such as reduced 

clientelism and enhanced collective accountability. Proximal effects on both dimensions 

result from immediate shifts in strategies by reelection-seeking incumbents and ambitious 

new office-seekers to the changed rules for allocating the scarce resource of legislative 

representation. 
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We have two major theoretical expectations about proximal consequences of the 

change from SNTV to D’Hondt PR, with optional open or closed list. First, on the 

interparty dimension, party-system rationalisation should be manifest in reduced 

responsiveness of the number of parties to district magnitude. The second is an intraparty 

effect: we expect the impact of district magnitude on intraparty competition will be a 

mirror of the interparty dimension.  That is, we should see a reduced number of parties in 

the high-magnitude districts, accompanied by more competition within those parties; in 

smaller districts we expect an increase in the number of competitive parties, but with 

reduced internal competition. We now take up each of these effects in more detail. 

On the interparty dimension, the number of parties in the largest districts is 

straightforward: D’Hondt is less “permissive” than SNTV to the representation of small 

parties. Under SNTV, at larger districts, many small parties run, some of which win just 

one seat, rendering SNTV a  “super-proportional” electoral system.
xxv
 After a change to 

D’Hondt, the smallest parties have an incentive to merge their efforts into larger lists or 

else risk losing representation. Thus incumbents who may have been elected on distinct 

party labels and newcomers who could have tried the same strategy had SNTV remained 

in place will instead merge their efforts into a larger party more likely to cross the higher 

effective threshold imposed, for the same magnitude, by D’Hondt.
xxvi
 

Less responsiveness of the number of parties to magnitude refers not only to 

reduction at high magnitudes, but also to an increase at low magnitude. To understand 

this consequence, we must consider the impact of the intraparty dimension on the 

interparty. Because SNTV is a purely personalistic system, in which party labels are not 

taken account in the seat allocation process, intraparty factions may coexist despite policy 
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and political differences, underneath the banner of the same party. Candidates 

representing different intraparty factions can have their cake and eat it, too: Align with a 

major party, signaling an ability to deliver clientelistic benefits from the central 

government, while at the same time maintaining almost entirely independent campaigns. 

If a large party has at least two such ambitious local politicians under its banner in a two-

seat district, for example, it may win both seats, provided they are roughly equal in 

personal appeal.  

However, coexistence is made more difficult after listisation of the seat-allocation 

process, even though an open list allows continued competition between co-partisan 

candidates. Listisation means that a vote for any candidate on the list pools to the list as a 

whole. Thus a vote for one candidate may help elect a rival candidate instead. This vote-

pooling feature of lists generates incentives for rivals to differentiate themselves by using 

different labels. Thus in small districts, previously dominant parties practicing intraparty 

vote-division can be expected to give way to interparty competition, increasing the 

number of parties in such districts.
xxvii

  

The twin phenomenon of party mergers at higher magnitudes (due to reduced 

permissiveness of D’Hondt relative to SNTV) and party splits at lower magnitudes (as 

list vote-pooling induces rivals to adopt separate labels) result in a reduction of the 

responsiveness of the party system to district magnitude. This “rationalisation” 

expectation will be tested empirically below, using various indicators of the number of 

parties. 

It is the combined impact of listisation on the interparty and intraparty dimensions 

that results in our second expected effect: the mirror image of competition on the two 
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dimensions. The reason is that the pools of competitors across and within parties 

necessarily overlap to a considerable degree, as incumbents and ambitious new office-

seekers make calculations about whether to run under their own party labels or to join 

with others under a common label.  

Where existing small parties merge as a result of listisation, the resulting parties 

are likely to contain incumbents or up-and-coming candidates from more than one 

existing party. We should expect these parties to present open lists and thus to feature 

internal competition among candidates who bring their previous personal and distinct 

partisan reputations to the new (or expanded) party. Of course, as we have already noted, 

it is precisely at the large magnitudes where party mergers are expected to reduce 

interparty competition; therefore, the large magnitudes are also where increased 

intraparty competition is expected. 

Where parties split to allow former intraparty rivals to compete without pooling 

their votes on one party list, we expect reduced competition. If a party previously won 

two seats but splits into two separate parties presenting separate lists, then resulting splits 

are each more likely to win one seat than two. No candidate who perceives himself as 

viable is likely to accept a position on a list that is likely to win only one seat and that 

already contains a known candidate (incumbent or otherwise). Thus where parties split as 

a response to electoral reform, such as in the formerly one-party-dominant districts, the 

resulting parties will feature reduced intraparty competition than their predecessors.  

In practice, high intraparty competition clearly implies an open list, and so this is 

the list type we expect to be favored by parties formed as a result of mergers. An open list 

means that a party may allow open competition amongst its candidates, including those 
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who previously ran and perhaps won seats under other labels, without any fear that the 

resulting competition could cost the party seats by splitting its votes. This enhanced 

competition is a stark contrast to the situation under SNTV, which features an entirely 

personalistic allocation because of the absence of vote pooling.
xxviii

 Purely personalistic 

allocation means that any party’s success on the interparty dimension is reducible to its 

strategy on the intraparty dimension: It must nominate the “right” number of candidates 

and distribute its votes “optimally” across them, ensuring that each of its electable 

candidates has approximately the same “personal vote.”
xxix
 This effect has been the 

subject of an expansive literature on Japan and other SNTV systems,
xxx
 but it was 

recognised at least as far back as 1869 by Henry Droop, who noted that under SNTV the 

danger was that a party,  

…commanding a sufficient number of voters to return several 

representatives, would fail to obtain as many as it was entitled to, through 

too many of its votes being accumulated upon its most popular 

candidates.
xxxi
 

This fundamental challenge posed to parties under SNTV, if they seek to elect 

more than one in a district, prompts parties to restrict their intraparty competition.
xxxii

 

Otherwise they risk failing to claim seats they would have been able to win, had they 

been able to redistribute the personal votes of their various candidates—or pool them, as 

under a party-list system.
xxxiii

 While the concepts of intraparty competition and the 

personal vote have often been conflated in the literature, they are actually distinct. SNTV 

clearly puts the highest premium on a party’s having candidates with personal profiles 

that appeal to a specific segment of the party’s electorate, but it discourages parties from 
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tolerating intraparty competition. Either a party nominates only one candidate, in which 

case there obviously is no intraparty competition, or else it parcels its electorate between 

its candidates, reducing their actual competition. 

Closed lists, on the other hand, clearly imply no intraparty competition. However, 

they may be, in practice, personalised. While the literature tends to treat closed lists as 

emphasizing the articulation of a party label, we argue that this effect may not apply, at 

least to proximal consequences of electoral reform away from a purely personalised 

system. New parties may choose closed lists to emphasize a programmatic appeal, but 

our arguments apply to established players determining their strategy after listisation. In 

fact, to the extent that parties that formerly contained factions under one label in the 

SNTV system split and expect to elect only one legislator, a closed list may serve to 

advertise that the list is a vehicle for its leading candidate. A closed list downplays the 

presence of other candidates and prevents voters from favoring them over the list head. 

When a party presents a closed list for this purpose, it is essentially presenting a 

“personal list” in that district, thereby reducing the party effectively to the personal 

reputation of its leading candidate. Thus the closed lists may retain more continuity with 

the former system than the open lists, despite the presence of multiple vote-seeking 

candidates in the latter list type. We return to this theme below, in our detailed analysis of 

the intraparty dimension. Next we turn our sights on the district-level effects on the 

interparty dimension. 

 

District-level analysis of the impact of reform on the interparty dimension 
 

On the interparty dimension, listisation resulted in a move from a 

“superproportional” system to one with bias towards larger parties. Thus we expect a 
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reduction in the number of parties at higher magnitudes. As noted above, however, the 

principal intraparty effect of the system—vote-pooling—leads to splits in dominant 

parties at smaller districts, increasing the number of parties there. Overall, then, the 

expectation is for a reduced responsiveness of the number of parties to district magnitude.  

The number of seat-winning parties. Our analysis of the proximal effects on the 

interparty dimension proceeds first by considering the number of seat-winning parties, p, 

at the district level. We follow the logical estimation procedure shown by Taagepera,
xxxiv

 

who notes that the number of parties wining M seats must always be at least 1 and 

obviously cannot exceed M. He suggests taking the geometric average, resulting in an 

estimate of p=M
1/2
, and proceeds to show that this estimate is a useful building block for 

a wide range of models about the number and size of parties in national assemblies. As 

Taagepera acknowledges, his estimate is most useful for longer-term trends, whereas any 

individual election may vary widely. One would also want to incorporate an adjustment if 

the purpose were to estimate effects of a specific electoral formula rather than the average 

of standard nonmajoritarian formulas. Here we have two very different electoral formulas 

in two elections, and wide intra-election variance in magnitude. Moreover, Taagepera’s 

results show that Japan, the one SNTV system he includes in his analysis, has a number 

of parties higher than his model predicts. Presumably this is a result of the 

“superprortionality” characteristic that we referred to above. Extending the analysis both 

to another case of SNTV, and to a reform that ushered in D’Hondt list PR, is thus of 

theoretical value. 

Given the permissiveness of SNTV, described above, the increase in the number 

of parties winning with each increase in magnitude should come far closer to one new 
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party per seat than would be the case under any system that encourages coordination on 

lists, such as D’Hondt. That is, using the logarithms of both the number of parties and 

district magnitude (M), as Taagepera suggests,
xxxv
 if the coefficient on logM for D’Hondt 

is expected to be near .5, that for SNTV should approach (but not reach) 1. We will now 

proceed to both graphical and regression analysis to see how closely these expectations 

are met.  

There is, however, first a methodological issue that must be tackled briefly. Our 

interest in the changes associated with a time-variant electoral system in districts of 

constant magnitude calls for pooled time-series analysis. Such models allow us to see if 

there is, as expected, an increase in the number of parties at lower magnitudes after the 

reform (positive coefficient on a reform dummy) and a decline at higher magnitudes 

(negative coefficient on an interaction of reform and magnitude). The methodological 

issue is that if the dependent variable is the number of seat-winning parties, logically that 

number must equal one when M=1! We agree with Taagepera
xxxvi

 that regression results 

must be taken skeptically if they produce logically impossible results, such as more than 

M parties winning M seats.  

Our strategy for dealing with this difficulty is to report (in an Appendix) both 

time-series regressions and election-specific regressions without a constant (thereby 

forcing the intercept to 1.0). Because we are interested in comparing the last pre-reform 

election to a single post-reform election, we are specifically interested in both intercept 

and slope changes. However, it must be recognised that specific equations with intercepts 

greater than 1.0 for seat-winning parties are not generalisable. Rather, the generalisable 

finding should be the broad picture they reveal about the impact of reform. 
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Figure 1 shows a plot of the number of seat-winning parties in both 2002 and 

2006. The data points from each of the 33 House districts and the Senate are shown with 

different symbols for each election. Looking first at the data points, it is quite clear that 

the expectations are confirmed regarding both the increase at the lower magnitudes and 

the reduction of the slope. All twelve two-seat districts saw two separate parties win seats 

in 2006, whereas in 2002 one party had won both seats in four.
xxxvii

 At the higher 

magnitudes, each district sees a decline. Figure 1 also shows trend lines resulting from 

the regressions, and the exponential form of the resulting equations (reported in detail in 

the appendix). Although the Senate is not included in the regressions, the trend lines are 

extended out to M=100 in order to determine whether the Senate functions as if it were 

just another very large House district, or according to some other logic. In fact, it is 

evident that the Senate under SNTV does act like just another House district, with the 

increasing magnitude continuing to allow additional parties to win representation. With 

D’Hondt, on the other hand, the actual number is considerably lower than the House-

derived trend, but some of that reduction may be due to the 2% threshold, rather than 

D’Hondt, per se. 

Figure 1 about here 

 

The regressions suggest the following equations, with exponents expressed here 

as fractions:  

p = .9M
7/8
 (quasi-SNTV)    

p = 1.3M
9/16
 (D’Hondt list PR)  

These are, of course, purely empirical, and if extended to include single-seat 

districts, would yield impossible results of p =.9 and p =1.3, respectively. While both 
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round to 1.0, neither can be precise.
xxxviii

 Of particular interest are the exponents. 

Expressing them in fractional form allows us to see how close the change in slope, which 

expresses the cross-district impact of magnitude within a system, came to the worldwide 

expectation of ½. From a slope of 7/8, there is a slope reduction of around 5/16 (see the –

.31 coefficient on the interaction term in Appendix A.2). While the term, 1.3, tells us that 

the number of parties in Colombia remains high overall, when compared to longer 

established PR systems, the exponent suggests that the cross-district relationship is about 

as we should expect.  

As for the inter-election effect within Colombia, the decrease in p at large M is 

highly significant, and while the estimated increase at M=2 is not statistically significant, 

it is quite nearly so: The 95% confidence interval ranges from 1.43 to 1.86 for SNTV and 

from 1.81 to 2 for D’Hondt. That the confidence intervals would be even close to being 

statistically distinguishable is remarkable given that the number of parties in any two-seat 

district can take only two possible values (1 or 2).  

The estimation of p is important in its own right, because it gives us an indication 

of how many distinct partisan agents there are representing each district in the legislature, 

and how that has changed with reform. However, it is only the first step towards a more 

fundamental understanding of the degree of interparty competition.  

The number of parties running. We now turn to analysis of changes in the number 

of competing parties. For this step we define the concept of ‘pertinent’ vote-earning 

parties (p’). We need a cutoff for ‘pertinence’ rather than a raw count of participating 

parties because many parties may have ballot presence without being perceived by 

anyone—perhaps even their leaders—as being ‘viable’ in the sense of likely to win a 
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seat. Nonetheless, parties need not be perceived as likely to win a seat to have an impact 

on competition or the outcome.  

Various cutoffs on counting parties that run have been proposed in the literature, 

ranging from one to five percent.
xxxix

 These cutoffs have been used for national-level data 

or within a system with invariant magnitude and formula. However, any fixed cutoff of 

vote share treats as equally pertinent parties with equivalent vote shares in a very small 

and very large district, even though the former party would be utterly irrelevant whereas 

the former might be quite viable, or even a seat-winner. Thus we need a measure 

sensitive to the very magnitude variation we are analysing (under two different formulas). 

We will consider a party as ‘pertinent’ if it won at least 25% of the vote share of 

the last seat-winning party in any given district. Consider what this implies for the least 

permissive of district magnitudes, M=1. Empirical estimates of the average threshold of 

representation for M=1, plurality rule, have ranged from 35% to around 40%.
xl
 Let’s 

suppose we had a single-seat district that was won with 37.5%; the cutoff for pertinence 

then would be around 9.4%. Even smaller parties could be pertinent if the race between 

the leading candidates is very tight, but candidates falling well below 10% are 

presumably not generally pertinent when M=1. If we then extend this cutoff out to 

possibly the most permissive electoral system ever used, the Colombian Senate (M=100, 

quasi-SNTV) in 2002, we find that the last seat was won with just under half a quota. 

One fourth of the last winning party’s share was 0.114%. There were 21 parties that were 

‘pertinent’ by this definition in addition to the 45 seat-winners; another thirteen ran but 

fell short of pertinence.
xli
 Any cutoff is arbitrary, but 25% of the last winner’s votes 

would seem to pass the test of not being overly exclusionary (leaving aside small parties 
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that might have affected the competition) or overly inclusive (counting parties that were 

little more than vanity campaigns). 

So, how many pertinent parties enter the race? We have seen that the 

permissiveness of SNTV resulted in a very steep relationship of seat-winning parties and 

magnitude. This permissiveness can be expected to tempt many entrants to run under 

distinctive party labels in pursuit of one of the last seats allocated in a large district. 

D’Hondt, on the other hand, encourages coordination, due to its large-list bias, and thus 

should be expected to leave relatively few serious office-seekers outside of the seat-

winning parties. Under D’Hondt it is difficult to win with the niche appeals that are 

effective under SNTV. Thus, we expect M to be associated with an increase in additional 

pertinent parties under SNTV, but not under D’Hondt. This expectation is confirmed by 

two approaches: one which regresses the difference, p’–p, on M, and another that 

regresses p’ on M in a time series model akin to that used for p.  

Regression analysis reported in the appendix shows an increase of just under three 

quarters of a pertinent party (.72) with each one-seat increase in House district magnitude 

under SNTV.
xlii
 However, under D’Hondt, the constant term is all that is significant, and 

is equal to just over 2.0. Thus whereas the former system continued to encourage entry of 

additional pertinent parties, beyond those that actually won seats, as magnitude increased, 

the new system shows no impact of magnitude on the difference between p’ and p. 

Figure 2 shows the data on pertinent parties in each district, before and after 

reform. The trend lines shown are those derived from estimating p’, based on known p 

and the estimated difference (p+.72M for 2002, p+2 for 2006). They would be very 

similar if derived from the time-series regression for p’.
xliii
 They are as follows: 
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 p’ = 1.6M
.95
 (SNTV, 2002): 

 p’ = 3M
.35
 (D’Hondt list PR, 2006). 

Figure 2 about here 

 

The expression based on the regression for the D’Hondt election is almost 

identical in predicted values to Taagepera’s “hunch” that p’=M
.5
+2M

.25
 (also shown in 

the figure).
xliv
 Taagepera acknowledges that he does not have a logical model to explain 

the equation. Neither, alas, do we. Moreover, we have only a single election under a new 

list-PR electoral system, and the equation fits in spite of Taagepera’s having built it upon 

the expectation that p =M
1/2
. We have already seen that this was not the case in 

Colombia’s 2006 election; the number of parties winning was higher (1.3M
9/16
).  

Effective number of parties and summary of interparty effects. Finally, we turn to 

an indicator the relative size distribution of parties, using the ‘effective’ number— the 

standard indicator of interparty fragmentation
xlv
—for both seats (Ns) and votes (Nv). The 

estimated equations, again derived from time-series regressions reported in the Appendix, 

are as follows. 

SNTV, pre-reform: 

Ns = M
.79 

Nv = 1.5M
.69
 

D’Hondt, post-reform:  

Ns = 1.5M
.45
  

Nv = 3M
.27
 

For the effective number of vote-earning parties (Nv), the change is quite 

dramatic—double the intercept and a slope less than half as steep. This result, taken in 
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the context of all the others we have seen in this section, shows the striking increase in 

coordination on a smaller number of party lists at large magnitude, compared to 2002, 

and the greater interparty competition in smaller districts.  

All of the indicators of interparty competition indicate the expected reduction in 

responsiveness of party-system fragmentation to district magnitude. While the party 

system thus has been “rationalised,” it remains quite fragmented, as is notable 

particularly from the actual number of seat-winning parties (see post-reform equation for 

p, above) and the small size in 2006 of the largest party nationally (see Table 1). Thus 

there may be substantial room for further reduction and aggregation, which could result 

ultimately in the elimination of the unrealistic intercepts for equations fitting p and �s to 

M. Unlike the intercepts, the exponents seem quite reasonable, as do both the intercept 

and slope for p’. Perhaps the cross-district dynamics and the number of ‘pertinent’ parties 

running are already adjusted to the new rules even as national forces contribute to a 

relatively small leading party and many small seat-winning parties. Of course, this is 

speculation inasmuch as it applies to effects unknowable after one election. It is worth 

briefly considering factors that might contribute to a decline in the national number of 

parties—which would then be expected to bring down the district numbers for p, �s, and 

�v—as well as factors that might retard any substantial reduction. 

That the current president has three parties backing him, each with ten to eighteen 

percent of the national vote (see Table 1), instead of one certainly seems anomalous. So 

does the division of the main opposition into two major parties that combine for less than 

30% of the vote. A reduction of the pro-government bloc in the future to a single main 

party or an increase of the size of the opposition would reduce overall fragmentation.  On 
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the other hand, rules of presidential election in Colombia may tend to continue to support 

a higher number of parties. Presidents are elected by a two-round majority system, which 

encourages entrants bearing distinct party labels.
xlvi
 Additionally, congressional elections 

precede presidential elections by a few months, so parties led by (potential) presidential 

candidates may continue to use congressional elections as a proving ground for their 

strength leading into the presidential contest.
xlvii
 The other principal factor pushing up the 

number of parties in Colombia is regionalism. Many of the smaller parties, especially in 

the House, contest only in a few districts. There were many fewer such parties in 2006 

than in 2002, but many persist and could continue to do so; in other words, rationalisation 

does not guarantee nationalisation. While the electoral reform has encouraged reduced 

responsiveness of the district-level number of parties to district magnitude, it does not 

necessarily ensure that the same basic set of parties competes across districts. Fewer tiny 

parties—many of which were regionally concentrated—now compete and win seats, but 

some districts may retain a local political dynamic that is somewhat distinct from that of 

the nation as a whole, retarding further reduction in the number of parties. 

Regardless of the degree of further party aggregation in future elections, we can 

say quite clearly that competition on the interparty dimension shows a substantial 

rationalisation as a proximal consequence. Now we turn our attention to the intraparty 

dimension, where we expect the opposite, “mirror” relationship of competition to 

magnitude. 

 

Effect of reform on the intraparty dimension 

By its very nature, the intraparty dimension is a party-level phenomenon, because 

individual parties may vary in their response to systemic incentives. It is even possible 
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that party effects trump those of the system. However, if we find evidence that systemic 

variables—formula and magnitude—matter, then we will have taken an important step 

towards understanding how electoral reform shapes intraparty competition. 

To explore intraparty competitiveness, we use the  first loser ratio, or L1, defined 

as the votes for each party’s first losing candidate divided by the votes of its last winning 

candidate.
xlviii

 As L1 approaches 1.0, the party has increased competition for its last seat. 

Had the party won an additional seat, it would have been won by a candidate of roughly 

equal popularity as the last winner, rather than some “accidental” winner who won only 

because of the party’s unexpectedly good performance. Our basic expectation is that 

listisation results in increased intraparty competition, because pooling of votes means 

parties no longer concern themselves with the distribution of their candidates’ personal 

votes in order to maximize performance on the interparty dimension. 

First-loser ratios are important indicators for at least two reasons. First, 

clientelism—one of the distal consequences reformers were hoping to address—is most 

favored by candidates who have what in Colombia is called the voto cautivo (captive 

vote).
xlix
 That is, clientelist politicians within a party tend to carve up the electorate in 

such a way that few votes are really “up for grabs,” with clientelist brokers delivering 

targeted benefits to a relatively stable electorate.
l
 Higher intraparty competition, on the 

other hand, implies more fluid constituencies and greater potential for victory of a 

candidate, and his or her constituency, that might be currently on the outs. Second, a 

higher degree of internal competition may imply a party that aggregates a greater 

diversity of constituencies, to the extent that different viable candidates represent 

different shades of opinion or groups within the party’s electorate. 
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The first loser ratio, L1, would equal 1 if there were a tie for the last seat. It would 

be zero if the first loser literally won no votes, which is unlikely; however, both SNTV 

and list-PR offer outcomes that are effectively L1=0. The personalisation of SNTV 

allocation implies that some parties may have nominated only s candidates, where s is the 

number of seats won. In that case, there is no first loser, but the situation is equivalent to 

one in which there is such a candidate who won zero votes. Similarly, if a PR list is 

closed, the first loser has obtained no votes. Of course, neither have any candidates, 

including the winners; however, if we attributed preference votes to candidates on closed 

lists, sensibly all votes would be attributed to the winning candidates. Indeed, on closed 

lists that elect only one candidate, there is little difference between the closed list and an 

open list in which one candidate obtained 100% of preference votes. In other words, 

under list PR, the most personalised parties may be those that present closed lists. This is 

counterintuitive, in that closed lists are generally assumed to be conducive to cultivating a 

party reputation. Our analysis of intraparty competition will consider only cases, within 

SNTV or open-list PR, with a first loser who obtained nonzero vote shares, but this 

discussion has highlighted closed lists as a special case of open lists, and parties under 

SNTV that nominate only s candidates as special cases of parties lacking competition for 

their last seat. Before we turn to a comparison of first-loser ratios under SNTV (for 

parties with more than s candidates) to those of open lists, we first consider the 

tendencies of parties to exercise their option for either closed or open lists. 

Open or closed lists and personalisation. To consider whether the closed lists 

presented in Colombia in 2006 were indeed personalised, we will explore the choices of 

parties running incumbent legislators. Incumbency is often a key indicator of a personal 
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vote.
li
 We hypothesize that closed lists typify parties born of party splits where an 

incumbent competes against other candidates (possibly including other incumbents) 

running on distinct party labels. Closed lists likewise could be the choice of parties 

running on the personal reputation of someone who is not a candidate in the district, for 

instance a House list associated with a Senate candidate or a list associated with a 

presidential candidate or other national personality. A closed list deemphasizes the 

characteristics of multiple candidates on the list and highlights either the list head or the 

extra-list party leader. On the other hand, parties that are mergers, which thereby combine 

candidates, possibly including incumbents, from two more previous parties would present 

open lists. The pooling of votes across several candidates signals to the electorate the 

coordination and cooperation of formerly distinct parties, because a vote for any of them 

potentially helps elect others.  

These hypotheses regarding list type are somewhat challenging to existing 

understandings of intraparty competition, which assume that closed lists encourage the 

articulation of a party’s reputation for programmatic policy, while open lists emphasize 

the personal reputations of individual candidates.
lii
 We do not claim that this conventional 

wisdom is wrong, but rather that it requires qualification. If a closed list is chosen by an 

incumbent splitting from an established party, the closed list may be little different from a 

“personal list” in that it is simply that incumbent’s reelection vehicle. On the other hand, 

while an open list clearly allows its candidates to differentiate themselves by emphasizing 

personal characteristics or constituency ties, when adopted by parties containing 

candidates from two or more formerly separate parties, it also symbolizes their 

cooperation within a common organisation. 
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Table 2 shows the prevalence of closed lists at varies categories of district 

magnitude, along with indications of how many incumbent legislators ran and were 

elected on each list type. It is immediately evident that open lists were much more 

common than closed, except at the smallest districts. Overall, only about 20% of the 

pertinent parties in the House presented closed lists and only around a tenth of 

Representatives and two Senators were elected on such lists. However, in the smallest 

districts, half the pertinent parties presented closed lists and forty per cent of the 

Representatives were so elected. All thirteen incumbents who ran, and all eight who were 

reelected, on closed lists were found in the two-seat districts. The incumbents running on 

open lists, on the other hand, were found everywhere but the smallest districts (with a 

lone exception).  

Table 2 about here 

 

In the two-seat districts, we see closed party lists that were essentially “personal 

lists.” Most were lists of Liberal incumbents; three of those who were reelected had 

switched to Cambio Radical. Our interpretation of this phenomenon is these are popular 

local politicians known for (clientelistic) service to the district, but who now need to 

demonstrate being on the side of the president to ensure continuing ability to deliver. 

Hence they changed to a new, pro-Uribe, label (while others, less likely to be successful, 

retained the Liberal label). Under party lists and their greater attendant premium on 

interparty competition, it was no longer possible to use the former dominant-party label 

while competing within it in on the basis of one’s stance towards Uribe. A closed list thus 

served the purpose of highlighting that a vote for this list was a vote for the incumbent 

(i.e. no intraparty competition) while the label also signaled national alliance preferences. 
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It thus emphasized the personal reputation of the incumbent as well as his or her national 

connections. 

Several of the other pertinent parties presented closed lists to emphasize the 

personal reputation of a well known politician who was not actually on any of their 

House lists. There were at least three such parties, associated with a popular independent 

politicians based in the capital: Carlos Moreno de Caro
liii
 and two ex-mayors, Enrique 

Peñalosa and Antanas Mockus.
liv
 The personalisation of these lists was apparent in the 

labels of two and the ballot symbol of the other. Moreno’s party was called Dejemos 

Jugar al Moreno and that of Mockus was called Visionarios con Antanas Mockus. 

Peñalosa, on the other hand, won an appeal of an initial National Electoral Council 

decision against his use of his own photo as the symbol for his party, known as Por el 

País que Soñamos.
lv
 Each of these thus could hardly be more “personalised”; the closed 

list allowed the party to downplay the identity of the candidates actually on the list and 

emphasize the extra-list leader. Only one of these parties— Peñalosa’s with two 

Representatives in Bogotá—elected any of its candidates in either chamber. The poor 

record of these parties in 2006 suggests that “going solo” was no longer an option, even 

for popular independent politicians based in the country’s largest district. Indeed, as 

Table 2 reveals, the successful parties outside of the smallest districts almost always had 

open lists, many of which contained multiple incumbents. Even defeated incumbents 

were often important to their party’s success, having contributing their personal vote to 

their list’s pooled total. 

First-loser ratios in SNTV and OLPR. Now we turn our attention to the first loser 

ratios, comparing SNTV in 2002 to OLPR in 2006. We expect high competition (L1 
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approaching 1.0) where two conditions are present: (1) estimating the precise number of 

seats a party will win is difficult, and (2) intraparty votes pool to the party as a whole. 

Estimating the number of seats a party may win is most difficult under high magnitude,
lvi
 

meaning parties may have at least s+1 viable candidates (and hence a strong first loser). 

The pooling of a candidates’ votes implies that the party has no reason to intervene and 

either restrict endorsements or attempt to reduce votes going to candidates other than the 

subset it determines are its most viable seat-winners. Thus we have a clear hypothesis: 

the higher the magnitude, the closer L1 approaches 1.0, if the system is OLPR and thus 

has vote pooling under conditions of uncertainty about what s will be.  

If high-M OLPR is the combination in which the highest values of L1 are 

expected, where might the lower values be found? Under OLPR, if a party can estimate s 

with reasonable certainty, there is little attractiveness to ambitious candidates in joining a 

list if it already has s viable candidates. Because these estimates are easiest at low 

magnitudes, these are the districts where L1 would tend towards zero. However, when 

considering that some of these parties may actually have expectations of winning one 

additional seat, or poor information about which of its candidates are viable, some parties  

(expected to be few in number) may have L1 approaching 1. The result might be L1 on the 

low side of .5 (where most parties in the district are near 0 but some near 1), thus 

suggesting a bimodal relationship—something we will investigate below. 

The same logic of L1 near .5 applies to SNTV, except that it applies to all 

magnitudes. That is, some parties may have more candidates than they can elect, but will 

have sought to concentrate and equalise their votes on just an electable subset (L1 near 

0).Others will have tried to win s+1 seats, thereby equalising their votes across their s 
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winners and the first loser (L1 near 1). We expect higher L1 at low M than at high M under 

SNTV only because a party that has local dominance can attract multiple serious office-

seekers and allow them to compete openly, with minimal risk of failing to win one or 

both seats (in a two-seat district). Otherwise, the personalising logic of SNTV should lead 

to L1 being quite low, other than for the parties that got greedy or simply overestimated 

their support and thus had a close first loser.  

In figure 3 we see a plot of the median values of L1 at each M, both House and 

Senate. The graph also shows trend lines and ninety-five per cent confidence intervals 

based on a regression of M on L1 for each party that ran more than s candidates 

(excluding closed lists), in the House only. The equations are: 

L1 = .64 – .17logM  (SNTV, 2002) 

L1 = .4 + .27logM   (open-list PR, 2006). 

Figure 3 about here 

 

The district medians and party-level regressions confirm our expectations for 

open-list PR. At M=2, the median L1 is between .5 and .6, barely higher than expected. 

(This is also the magnitude at which closed lists, which effectively have L1 =0, are most 

prevalent, as we saw above.) In the three largest House districts, the estimated values are 

in the low .7 range and the actual median values range from .78 to .87. This is a quite 

high degree of competitiveness for a party’s last seat, and is comparable to the average 

ratios (not shown) of second (or lower-ranked) winners to the winner ahead of them. In 

other words, our results suggest that at higher magnitudes under open lists, each of the 

s+1 candidates tend to be about equally spaced, as we might expect if the first loser is 

competitive with the actual winners. 
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Even though Senate parties are not included in the regression estimate, the actual 

Senate median value of .94 under open lists is precisely the estimated value for a 

hypothetical House district of 100 seats. This confirms the hunch that higher magnitude 

makes the prior estimation of candidate ranks more difficult, reducing the separation 

between the last winner and the first loser. Thus, as we saw above for the number of 

pertinent parties running, the Senate behaved in the first (open-) list election as if it were 

just another very large House district.  

Under SNTV, on the other hand, at low M there is little difference between the 

medians or regression estimates under either electoral system. Yet both the actual median 

and the estimate show higher L1 for SNTV than for OLPR at low M, as expected. The 

most important conclusion, however, is that there is far less relationship of L1 to M under 

SNTV. In fact, the coefficient estimate reported above is not statistically significant; 

mainly this is due to the increase in the upper confidence interval at higher M (visible in 

Figure 3). In other words, some parties at high M tend to have close competition for the 

last seat while others have little competition. Of course, this is entirely consistent with the 

expected greater difficulty of estimating s at higher M. The behaviour of parties in the 

Senate demonstrates the challenge for parties under SNTV at very high M. Median L1 is 

.825, which is surprisingly high. It is, however, so high only because it is based only on 

the few parties that attempted to win more than one seat. More than a quarter (28) of the 

Senate seats in 2002 were won by parties that presented only one personal list.
lvii
  

The reason Figure 3 shows only the medians at each magnitude is because of wide 

scatter; in fact, the R
2
 value is nine per cent. Despite this poor “fit” the analysis is 

valuable because of our interest in developing theory about the impact of electoral 
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systems, and reform, on intraparty competition. Naturally, we could arrive at a much 

better fit if we included control variables
lviii
—if that were our aim. However, our aim is 

not to arrive at a high-quality post-diction
lix
 of actual L1 values. Rather, our aim is to 

determine whether there is an impact of an electoral-systemic factor, M, on how parties 

adapt to listisation, and if that adaptation is indeed the mirror image of the impact on the 

interparty dimension. The evidence supports our logic of how SNTV and OLPR, and the 

change from the former to the latter, affect intraparty behaviour. Firm conclusions can’t 

be drawn on a single post-reform election, but the analysis reported here may help shape 

further research on these questions, which in turn may be valuable to political 

practitioners seeking to adjust political outcomes through electoral-system design. 

Party-level adaptation. The above analysis of median first-loser ratios hinted that 

some parties may respond differently, even to the same systemic incentives (magnitude 

and formula). That is, some may have a viable first loser while others do not, and such 

variation may produce a median first-loser ratio around .5 by virtue of a bimodal (or 

multimodal) distribution. We explore this possibility here, looking at kernel density 

estimates of first-loser ratios in the smallest districts and the largest. If a kernel density 

shows a single large peak near 1.0, we know that the set of parties over which it was 

estimated tends to be competitive internally. If, instead, the peak is nearer zero, it 

indicates internally uncompetitive parties. A distribution without a single mode indicates 

variation in strategies within the set being analysed. 

If our expectations about the intraparty dimension mirroring the interparty 

dimension are correct, we should expect the large districts—where the interparty result 

was party mergers—to show a shift towards greater competition with the reform. The 
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smaller districts, on the other hand, where the typical interparty effect was party splits, 

should tend to shift the other direction. Figure 4 shows that this is indeed the case. In the 

largest districts, the OLPR election shows a strikingly higher peak near 1.0, compared to 

SNTV, where the distribution is skewed towards the uncompetitive end. However, in the 

smallest districts (M=4 or less), there is actually somewhat greater tendency for interparty 

competitiveness under the SNTV election than there was after the shift to OLPR. The 

open-list distribution is moderately bimodal, indicating some parties had internal 

competition, while many did not.
lx
  

Figure 4 about here 

 

The kernel density estimates thus further support our expectation that changes on 

the two dimensions would mirror one another: where interparty competition decreased 

through party mergers (large districts), intraparty competition increased, while where 

interparty competition increased (small districts), intraparty competition tended to 

decrease.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Our analysis of the “crucial case” of Colombia offers several new insights into the 

impact of electoral reform. While those who promoted the country’s reform effort were 

interested in distal consequences, our analysis of the single post-reform election 

necessarily dealt only with proximal consequences. Our findings highlight important 

behavioural responses to the listisation of a formerly personalised electoral system, and 

offer some insights into possible longer-term consequences. 
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We leveraged a rare case of change in electoral formula with no accompanying 

changes in districting, and analysed impacts on both the interparty and intraparty 

dimensions. Regarding the interparty dimension, we were able to confirm our theoretical 

expectations of rationalisation, with the number of parties becoming less sensitive to 

district magnitude. Whereas the (quasi-) SNTV system had facilitated the representation 

of numerous small parties in high-magnitude districts, the D’Hondt party-list system 

encouraged aggregation, reducing the number of parties in large districts. In smaller 

districts, listisation brought interparty competition to districts previously dominated by a 

single party. 

Our simultaneous study of both dimensions revealed that the impact of listisation 

is to generate changes in intraparty competition that are the “mirror” of changes on the 

interparty dimension. The lower interparty permissiveness of D’Hondt, combined with 

the vote-pooling features of party lists encouraged formerly independent small parties to 

merge. These mergers in large districts meant fewer parties, but with more internal 

competition, because they contained candidates from separate pre-reform parties. 

In smaller districts, high personalisation formerly had allowed local factions to 

coexist inside a dominant party. Lists, on the other hand, encouraged factions to become 

distinct parties and compete for seats by differentiating on their party labels. More 

interparty competition in small districts, however, implies fewer parties winning more 

than one seat. Thus intraparty competition was diminished as most of these parties 

became effectively vehicles for the election of a single candidate; indeed, many of them 

presented closed lists. We found that the closed lists often were reelection vehicles of 

incumbents in small districts. Others were presented by parties seeking to advertise their 
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connection to a prominent leader who was not himself a candidate on the list in question. 

Thus, contrary to much of the literature, as well as reformers’ intentions, closed list 

became the option for “personalised” parties rather than for emphasizing programmatic 

distinctiveness. 

It is impossible to say what the ultimate effect of the reform will be on distal goals 

such as enhanced governability and reduction in clientelism. The number of parties 

remains high by comparative standards. Interparty fragmentation may remain 

comparatively high due to regionalism and the rules and timing of presidential elections, 

as discussed earlier. Nonetheless, following the first post-reform election, the party 

system now sports many fewer tiny parties and also fewer one-party-dominant regions. If 

these outcomes are sustained, they already go a long way towards facilitating the 

rationalised national interparty competition reformers appear to have sought.  

As for clientelism, there are reasons to be cautious. Personalised politics, present 

both with the closed lists found in many smaller districts and with the intraparty 

competition that defines open lists, is typically seen as facilitating factor for clientelism, 

as well as for corruption,
lxi
 which is a serious issue given Colombia’s problem with drug-

trafficking.
lxii
 On the other hand, relative to SNTV, open lists have a potential salutary 

effect because of the basic impact of listisation: Votes cast for one candidate on a list may 

assist the election of others, reducing the certainty of the beneficiary of an exchange upon 

which clientelism depends. The relative impact of different systems on clientelism 

remains an underdeveloped area of comparative electoral studies. 

Our finding that listisation results in an increase (decrease) in intraparty 

competition where interparty competition was decreased (increased) should be explored 
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elsewhere. So should our caution that closed lists may tend to perpetuate personalisation. 

If a newly listised electoral system is adopted without provisions encouraging intraparty 

competition, it may fail to induce party mergers that may be desired from a standpoint of 

improving governability. It may also result in parties that are vehicles for personalistic 

leadership rather than the amalgamation of distinct interests sought by those who 

perceive listisation as a means to enhance collective accountability. Adopting party lists 

in Colombia had proximal consequences mostly in line with the expectations of its 

advocates, but our analysis shows the importance of developing greater scholarly 

understanding of the intraparty dimension and relationship to the interparty dimension. 
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Table 1. The 2002 and 2006 Congressional Elections in Colombia: #ational Results 

 

 

         

  
Senate 2002 

House of 

Representatives 2002 
Senate 2006 

House of 

Representatives 2006 

Date 10-Mar-02 10-Mar-02 12-Mar-06 12-Mar-06 

Party  Seats % of Votes   Seats % of Votes   Seats % of 

Votes  

 Seats % of Votes  

Partido de La U  - - - - 20 17.5% 29 16.7% 

Polo Democrático Alternativo - - - - 11 9.7% 9 8.2% 

Partido Colombia Democratica - - - - 3 2.8% 2 2.5% 

Colombia Viva - - - - 2 2.5% - - 

Partido Liberal Colombiano 28 30.6% 54 31.3% 17 15.5% 36 19.0% 

Partido Conservador Colombiano 13 10.0% 21 11.0% 18 16.1% 30 15.8% 

Movimiento Nacional 6 4.8% 1 1.1% - - 2 2.0% 

Movimiento Alas Equipo Colombia 3 3.3% 4 2.3% 5 4.7% 7 4.3% 

Movimiento Integracion Popular 4 3.0%  -  - - - - - 

Movimiento Colombia Siempre 2 2.9% 3 1.3% - - - - 

Cambio Radical 2 2.5% 7 3.8% 15 13.4% 20 10.7% 

Convergencia Popular Cívica 1 1.0% 4 2.2% 7 6.2% 8 4.6% 

Movimiento Apertura Liberal 0 0.0% 5 2.0% - - 5 2.3% 

Movimiento Integración Regional 0 0.0% 2 0.5% - - 4 1.4% 

Movimiento de Salvacion Nacional 1 0.9% 2 1.4% - - 1 3.0% 

Others 40 40.9% 59 34.9% 2 2.3% 10 8.4% 

Total 100 100.0% 162 100.0% 100 100.0% 163 100.0% 

Parties in bold were part of the pre-electoral coalition of winning presidential candidate, Alvaro Uribe Vélez. 
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Table 2: List type and incumbency, by district magnitude 
 

 

 

District 

magnitude 

No. of 

districts 

(and 

members) 

No. of 

pertinent 

party 

lists 

No. (and 

percent) of 

pertinent 

closed lists 

No. of members 

(and percent) 

elected on 

closed lists 

Incumbents 

heading (and 

elected on) 

closed lists 

Incumbents 

running** (and 

elected) on open 

lists 
2 12 (24)   56 29 (51.8) 10   (41.7) 13 (8)   1   (1) 

3–4   7 (25)   35   3   (8.6)   3* (12.0)   0  10   (6) 

5–7 11 (64)   65   3   (4.6)   2*   (3.1)   0 33 (19) 

13–17   2 (30)   15   0   (0.0)   0     (0.0)   0 14   (8) 

18 (Bogotá)   1 (18)   13   4 (30.8)   2* (11.1)   0   8   (6) 

House summary 33 (161) 184 39  (21.2) 17   (10.6) 13 (8) 66 (40) 

Senate 1 (100)   14   4 (28.6)   2    (2.0)   0 62 (46) 

 

 

* Each category so marked includes one case in which two members were elected from a single closed list; all other 

members from closed lists were the sole candidate elected from their list. 

** Includes 13 incumbents who ran on open lists that failed to elect anyone.  
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Figure 1. The number of seat-winning parties, by district magnitude 

 

 

 
Triangles indicate values for each district under SNTV (2002 election) 

Squares indicate values for each district under D’Hondt (2006 election) 

Regression equations are calculated on House districts only (magnitudes from 2 to 18) 
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Figure 2. The number of ‘pertinent’ parties receiving votes, by district magnitude 

 

 
 

Triangles indicate values for each district under SNTV (2002 election) 

Squares indicate values for each district under D’Hondt (2006 election) 

Regression equations are calculated on House districts only (magnitudes from 2 to 18) 

Dotted line indicates Taagepera’s “hunch” that p’ = M
.5 
+ 2M

.25
. 
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Figure 3. First-loser ratios, median values, by district magnitude 

 

 
Triangles indicate median values for each magnitude under SNTV (2002 election) 

Squares indicate median values for each magnitude under OLPR (2006 election) 

Regression equations are calculated on House districts only (magnitudes from 2 to 18) 

Trend lines are computed from Clarify simulations; 95% confidence intervals shown 
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Figure 4. Kernel density plots of first-loser ratios by large and small magnitude  
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Appendix: Data and Regression Models 

 

Table A.1. Summary statistics on variables used in analysis (House) 

 
 

  District 

magnitude 

No. seat-

winning 

parties 

No. pertinent 

(vote-earning) 

parties 

Difference 

between 

pertinent and 

seat-winning 

parties  

Effective no. 

seat-winning 

parties 

Effective no. 

vote-winning 

parties 

First-loser 

ratio 

Mean: overall 4.88 (.59) 3.33 (.46) 5.95 (.69) 2.62 2.97 (.42) 4.68 (.62) 0.57 

2002 4.88 (.59) 3.58 (.47) 6.58 (.69) 3 3.14 (.42) 4.58 (.59) 0.51 

2006 4.88 (.59) 3.09 (.45) 5.33 (.70) 2.24 2.79 (.42) 4.79 (.66) 0.6 

                

Std. Dev.: overall 3.98 (.28) 2.19 (.23) 4.96 (.26) 3.06 1.57 (.21) 2.47 (.20) 0.29 

2002 4.01 (.28) 2.72 (.27) 6.70 (.33) 4.13 1.92 (.26) 3.23 (.25) 0.31 

2006 4.01 (.28) 1.49 (.17) 2.07 (.17) 1.28 1.12 (.15) 1.38 (.13) 0.27 

                

Range: overall 2 – 18 1 – 15 1 – 37 0 – 22 1 – 8.53 1.27 – 18.61 .015 – .997 

2002 2 – 18 1 – 15 1 – 37 0 – 22 1 – 8.53 1.27 – 18.61 .015 – .991 

2006 2 – 18 1 – 8 2 – 13 0 – 5 1.8 – 6.23 2.05 – 8.62 .08 – .997 

 

Where relevant to our data analysis, the summary statistics are supplied on the decimal logarithms of the variables (in parentheses). 
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Table A.2. Regressions on the number of parties, by various definitions 
 

  ps ps (2002) ps (2006) pv #s #s 
(2002) 

#s (2006) #v 

log10 (M) .88*** .80*** .73*** .95*** .79*** .73*** .67*** .69*** 

-0.05 -0.03 -0.02 -0.1 -0.07 -0.04 -0.03 -0.08 

Reform .17*** -- -- .34** .19*** -- -- .32*** 

-0.05 -0.09 -0.06 -0.08 

log10 (M) * Reform  –.31*** -- -- –.56*** –.34*** -- -- –.42*** 

-0.08 -0.15 -0.09 -0.12 

Constant –.05 -- -- 0.13 –.04 -- -- .18*** 

-0.04 -0.07 -0.05 -0.05 

                  

R2 overall 0.82 0.8 0.75 0.62 0.73 0.72 0.55 0.57 

   within 0.34 0.31 0.3 0.34 

   between 0.88 0.75 0.82 0.7 

Wald Chi2  241.71 -- -- 100.75 156.07 -- -- 82.08 

  0 0 0 0 

F -- 615.3 1016 -- -- 398.98 633.78 -- 

  0 0 0 0 

Obs. 66 33 33 66 66 33 33 66 

All models shown in table with constants and a reform dummy are time-series, random-effects models. Standard errors in 

parentheses below regression coefficients; Prob>(chi2 or F) in parentheses below respective statistic of model fit. Confidence levels: 

*** 1%, ** 5%.  

Variable key: ps = actual number of parties winning seats; pv = pertinent parties running (those obtaining at least 50% of the votes of 

the last winning party in the district); Ns = effective number of seat-winning parties; Nv = effective number of vote-winning parties; 

M=district magnitude. 
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Table A.3. The number of additional pertinent parties 

The dependent variable is the difference between the number of pertinent vote-earning parties and the number of parties winning at 

least one seat (i.e., pv–ps).  

 

  Pre-reform 

(with 

constant) 

Pre-reform         

(no constant) 

Post-reform 

  

District 

magnitude 

      .88***       .72*** 0.03 

  (0.09) (0.06) (0.06) 

constant  –1.3** --      2.12*** 

  (0.59)   (0.36) 

        

R
2
 0.74 0.8 0.006 

F 87.66 131.22 0.2 

Prob>F 0 0 0.66 

Obs. 33 33 33 

Standard errors in parentheses below regression coefficients; Confidence 

levels: *** 1%. ** 5%. 
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Table A.4. The impact of district magnitude on a party’s first-loser ratio 

 

  First-loser ratio  

log10 M –0.17 

(0.12) 

Reform –0.24* 

(0.13) 

Reform * log10 M       0.44*** 

(0.15) 

Constant        0.64*** 

(0.10) 

    

R
2
 0.09 

F 4.46 

Prob>F 0.005 

Obs. 139 

 
Standard errors in parentheses below regression  

coefficients; Confidence levels: *** 1%, * 6%. 

 

Note: Analysis using the loneway command (Stata 10) revealed sufficient independence of 

observations at the district level that neither clustering nor district fixed effects was called 

for.     
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