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Abstract
We examine citizens’ evaluations of majoritarian and proportional electoral outcomes through an innovative
experimental design. We ask respondents to react to six possible electoral outcomes during the 2019
Canadian federal election campaign. There are two treatments: the performance of the party and the pro-
portionality of electoral outcomes. There are three performance conditions: the preferred party’s vote share
corresponds to vote intentions as reported in the polls at the time of the survey (the reference), or it gets
6 percentage points more (fewer) votes. There are two electoral outcome conditions: disproportional and
proportional. We find that proportional outcomes are slightly preferred and that these preferences are partly
conditional on partisan considerations. In the end, however, people focus on the ultimate outcome, that is,
who is likely to form the government. People are happy when their party has a plurality of seats and is
therefore likely to form the government, and relatively unhappy otherwise. We end with a discussion of
the merits and limits of our research design.

Keywords: Selection models; survey methodology

1. Introduction
Elections are key moments where citizens have an opportunity to vote for the party that they
would like to see in power. But, votes as such do not mean much, as it is seats in parliament
that determine how much power the various parties can leverage. Thus, there is a large debate
over the merits and limits of various electoral systems, in which the major clash is between
two basic visions of democracy, majoritarian and consensual (Lijphart, 1999; Powell, 2000). In
this study, we propose a new methodological approach to determine whether citizens support
proportional over majoritarian electoral outcomes.

Prior research has ascertained the degree of citizen support for proportional representation (PR)
in three different ways. The first is to compare people’s overall level of satisfaction with democracy
in countries with majoritarian and proportional systems (Anderson and Guillory, 1997; Lijphart,
1999; Criado and Herreros, 2007; Aarts and Thomassen, 2008; Birch, 2008). The major limitation
is that countries with majoritarian and proportional systems may also differ on many other dimen-
sions and it is thus difficult to isolate the specific impact of the voting system.

The second approach is to examine voters’ choice in those cases where there is a referendum
on a proposal to move from majoritarianism to PR, or vice versa (Banducci and Karp, 1999;
Fournier et al., 2011). The problem is that a voter’s choice depends on the specific proposal
that is put forward, which is affected by other aspects such as the popularity of the party that
sponsors the proposal as well as the voter’s status quo bias and/or lack of information.
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the European Political Science Association.

Political Science Research and Methods (2022), 10, 445–451
doi:10.1017/psrm.2021.24

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

1.
24

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4292-110X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7886-4616
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9719-001X
mailto:semra.sevi@umontreal.ca
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2021.24


A third approach is to have citizens evaluate a number of hypothetical electoral outcomes,
some proportional and others less so, to determine whether they prefer the former over the latter.
This is the approach followed by Plescia et al. (2020). The advantage of this approach is that since
the degree of disproportionality is randomly manipulated, any difference in the ratings of these
outcomes can be attributed to the treatment, that is, whether the outcome is proportional or not.
The limitation is the lack of external validity associated with the fact that the parties in such a
setting are fictitious. The question is whether people’s views about the outcomes are independent
of their partisan implications. To put it bluntly, are people who support proportional outcomes
prone to revisit their positions if/when they realize that this would hurt their preferred party?

Our study follows the third approach, that is, we tap citizens’ reactions to various electoral out-
comes, some of them proportional and others disproportional, through an experimental design.
We enhance external validity by conducting the survey during a real election campaign and by
eliciting voters’ reactions to possible outcomes.

This study is important for at least three reasons. First, it provides evidence on citizens’ pre-
ferences for proportional outcomes, hence contributing to the study of citizens’ attitudes toward
representative democracy. Citizens’ views about voting systems are particularly relevant in a
context where there is a growing expectation that citizens should be consulted in the process
of institutional reform (Dalton, 2004, 2014). Second, this study speaks to an increasingly large
scholarship on electoral polarization (Reiljan, 2019). We examine voters’ reactions to election
results that (dis)advantage their own party but also their rivals. Third, it proposes a methodo-
logical reflection on the use of survey experiments to study citizens’ views about electoral systems.

2. Research design and methods
To examine how satisfied citizens are with different election results, our module was implemented
at the very beginning of the 2019 Canadian federal election campaign as part of the Canadian
Election Study, an internet survey that is nationally representative according to province, gender,
age, and education with weights. The sample size for our module is 2900 respondents.

Canada is an interesting case for the study of citizens’ views about different electoral outcomes.
First-past-the-post (FPTP) prevails in the country for all elections, national, provincial and local.
There have been, however, a few experiments with some forms of PR at the provincial level
(Massicotte, 2008). More importantly, electoral reform is on the political agenda. No less than
five referenda on some form of PR have been held in three provinces (British Columbia,
Ontario and Prince Edward Island) in the last 15 years, and in 2019 the Québec provincial
government presented a proposal for a mixed system. At the federal level, two parties (the
New Democratic Party and the Green Party) openly advocate for PR. The fact that a majority
of citizens rejected the PR proposal in four of the five referenda1 suggests that many
Canadians are attached to FPTP but the fact that electoral reform proposals keep emerging
also indicates that the status quo is questioned by many.

In our survey experiment respondents were randomly exposed to manipulated election out-
comes. There were two treatments: the first was the electoral performance of the preferred
party and the second the proportionality of the seat/vote relationship. To identify the preferred
party, respondents were asked to rate the parties on a 0 to 10 scale. We focus on the four
main parties that had candidates in all the constituencies in Canada: Liberals, Conservatives,
New Democratic Party (NDP) and the Greens. The most preferred party is the party receiving
the highest score among these four (ties were randomly untied).

For the treatment on the electoral performance of the preferred party (see Appendix A for a
detailed exposition of the design), we had three conditions: plus/reference/minus. The reference

157 percent of voters approved the proposal made by the British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly in the 2005 referendum but
the proposal was defeated because it did not obtain the 60 percent threshold.
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condition is one in which the preferred party’s vote share corresponds to the vote share in the
polls at the time of the survey (according to the CBC poll tracker). At that time, the Liberals
and the Conservatives were tied at 34 percent, the NDP had 13 percent and the Green party
11 percent. The “plus” outcome is the one in which the preferred party gets 6 percentage points
more votes than in the reference condition and the “minus” outcome corresponds to the party
obtaining six fewer percentage points.2 The plus (minus) outcomes corresponded to gains (losses)
that could take place during the campaign and that were both realistic3 and substantial enough to
affect citizens’ evaluations.

The second treatment is the degree of disproportionality of the seat/vote relationship. There
are two conditions: proportional and disproportional. For a disproportional outcome, we take
the situation that presently exists in Canada with FPTP. The CBC poll tracker that we use for
the “reference” condition indicated the likely distribution of the seats in Parliament given the
distribution of the votes. The Liberals were predicted to win 49 percent of the seats, the
Conservatives 42 percent, the NDP 4 percent and the Greens 1 percent. We use these numbers.
Unsurprisingly, the two larger parties, the Liberals and the Conservatives, win more seats than
their vote share while the opposite holds for the NDP and the Greens. The Liberals do better
than the Conservatives with the same vote share, mostly because the latter waste many votes
in the province of Alberta, where they have huge leads in many constituencies. In the plus
(minus) condition, we assume that the party’s 6 percentage point vote share gain (loss) leads
to a 9 percentage point seat share gain (loss). We respect the logic of FPTP under which the
gain (loss) in seat share is greater than the gain (loss) in vote share.4

For a proportional outcome, we assume a “typical” system under which for all the parties
except the very small seat shares correspond to vote shares. In the case at hand, the small parties
are in the “other” category, with a combined total of 4 percent of the votes. In all the scenarios,
these small parties are assumed to win no seat. This produces a 4 percentage point bonus seat,
which we allocate to the two larger parties, which are both slightly overrepresented, by 2 percent-
age points, in seat share.

In short, we have four groups namely Liberal, Conservative, NDP and Green supporters,
defined on the basis of their preferred party. For each of these groups, there are two treatments
and six scenarios: disproportional with more votes (plus), disproportional with “reference” votes,
disproportional with fewer votes (minus), proportional with more votes (plus), proportional with
“reference” votes and proportional with fewer votes (minus).

Each respondent was invited to evaluate four of these six scenarios (Appendix A displays an
example for a Conservative party supporter). The scenarios and their order were randomly
selected. Respondents were asked to indicate on a 0 to 10 scale how satisfied they would be
with such electoral outcomes. This is the dependent variable.

3. Findings
Table 1 shows summary results for the scenarios corresponding to the two treatments, combining
all party supporters (Appendix B presents the mean satisfaction score for each of the 24 scenarios,
six for each of the four supporter groups). We see, without much surprise, that party supporters
are most satisfied when their party has more votes and least satisfied when it has fewer votes.
Mean satisfaction is 4.3 in the reference scenario; it increases to 5.8 when the preferred party

2When a party gets 6 percentage points more (fewer) points, we subtract (add) 2 points from each of the three other par-
ties. In all cases, the Bloc Québécois and the other parties were each given 4 percent of the votes, which corresponded to their
mean vote share according to the CBC poll tracker.

3Vote intentions can move a lot in Canadian election campaigns (Johnston et al., 1992). In the preceding 2015 election, for
instance, Liberal vote intensions increased by about 10 points in the last month of the campaign (Stephenson et al., 2019).

4The vote–seat relationship depends on other factors such as the concentration of the votes. We opted for a conservative
scenario whereby a gain of 1 percentage point in votes produces a gain of 1.5 percentage point in seats.
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has more votes and decreases to 3.4 when it has fewer votes. We can also see that, all in all, voters
slightly prefer proportional outcomes; mean satisfaction is 4.3 when the outcome is dispropor-
tional, and it increases to 4.7 when it is proportional, a relative increase of 5 percent.

Table 2 presents a more systematic analysis of the results. The dependent variable is the
satisfaction score. The three main independent variables are the electoral performance of the pre-
ferred party, that is the percentage of the vote obtained by the party in that scenario,5 proportion-
ality (1 for proportional outcomes), and dummies for each party (the Liberals are the reference
category). The ordinary least squares (OLS) estimations allow us to ascertain the independent
impact of each variable, everything else being equal.

Column 1 shows that people are more satisfied with an outcome in which their party has more
votes. Recall that our treatments correspond to increases (decreases) of 6 percentage points in
vote share. These increases (decreases) produced increases (decreases) of 1.2 in satisfaction on
the 0 to 10 scale (6 × 0.2). We can also see that satisfaction is slightly higher, overall, with a

Table 1. Mean satisfaction by scenario (all supporter groups combined)

Scenario Mean (standard deviation)

More votes 5.83 (2.83)
Reference votes 4.35 (2.91)
Fewer votes 3.41 (2.88)
Disproportional 4.33 (3.07)
Proportional 4.71 (3.00)

All differences are statistically significant at p < 0.05.

Table 2. Impact of the scenarios: OLS estimations

Satisfaction (1) (2) (3) (4)

Votes 0.202*** 0.062*** 0.063*** 0.066***
(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007)

Proportional 0.344*** 0.607*** 0.673*** 0.331***
(0.060) (0.059) (0.163) (0.092)

Conservative −1.032*** −0.581*** −0.582*** −0.857***
(0.102) (0.103) (0.103) (0.114)

NDP 2.940*** 1.341*** 1.345*** 1.316***
(0.209) (0.190) (0.190) (0.207)

Green 3.483*** 1.573*** 1.577*** 1.450***
(0.222) (0.200) (0.200) (0.217)

Plurality seats 2.646*** 2.641*** 2.563***
(0.104) (0.104) (0.105)

Proportional × Votes −0.003
(0.005)

Proportional × Conservative 0.521***
(0.128)

Proportional × NDP 0.146
(0.180)

Proportional × Green 0.368
(0.196)

Constant −1.714*** 1.593*** 1.554*** 1.624***
(0.253) (0.226) (0.242) (0.225)

R2 0.139 0.199 0.199 0.201
N 11,283 11,283 11,283 11,283

Note: Clustered standard errors by respondents in parentheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

5In Appendix C, we perform estimations in which the Vote variable goes from −1 (fewer votes) to 0 (reference) to +1
(more votes). The results are similar.
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proportional result. Finally, column 1 indicates that, everything else being equal, NDP and Green
supporters express greater satisfaction compared to the Liberals. This is only because we control
for vote shares. Without that control, satisfaction is lower among NDP and Green supporters (see
Appendix B). What this tells us is that NDP and Green supporters would be happier than Liberal
supporters if their party had as many votes, which makes sense since this would entail many
more votes than expected at the beginning of the campaign. Conservative supporters, for their
part, are less satisfied. This reflects the fact that at the time of the survey the Conservatives
were tied with the Liberals in vote intentions but lagging behind in projected seats.6

These results suggest that what matters is not only how many votes one’s party obtains and the
proportionality of the outcome but also whether the party is the plurality winner, that is, it has
more seats than all the other parties. There are five scenarios in which one’s party wins a plurality
of the seats (and plausibly forms the government, as is the tradition in Canada): scenarios 1 and 4
for the Conservatives and 7, 8, and 10 for the Liberals; the mean rating of each of these five scen-
arios is above 6. The mean rating of each of the 19 other scenarios is below 5 (see Appendix B).
One is unlikely to be happy if and when one’s preferred party is not in government.

In column 2, we test whether what matters is having more seats than the other parties by
adding a plurality seat dummy variable which equals 1 when the preferred party has a plurality
of the seats. That variable is strongly significant. Satisfaction is 2.6 points higher when the party is
a plurality winner. The introduction of that variable weakens the other coefficients (except for the
proportional dummy, which becomes slightly higher), which indicates that votes still matter
though they matter much less than having a plurality of the seats.

Column 3 looks at the interaction between proportionality and votes. We could expect party
supporters to be more favorable to proportionality when their party has fewer votes since they
lose less under a proportional outcome. The interaction term has the correct (negative) sign
but is not significant. Respondents do not rate proportional outcomes more negatively when
their party has more votes (and would do better under a disproportional scenario).

Column 4 includes interaction terms between proportionality and the parties. The results show
that proportional outcomes are preferred by all party supporters. The findings concerning the
NDP and the Greens were expected. Both parties are disadvantaged by FPTP and both parties
advocate a more proportional electoral system.

The positive coefficient associated with the main proportionality term in column 4 suggests
that Liberal supporters (the reference category) prefer proportional outcomes. This result may
be misleading. Everything else being equal, Liberal supporters give higher ratings to proportional
outcomes, but the bottom line is that it is under a disproportional outcome that they are more
likely to win a plurality of the seats, which they like a lot. All in all, Liberal supporters slightly
prefer disproportional outcomes (mean rating of 5.58) over proportional ones (mean rating of
5.07). Note that this is only a slight preference (a relative difference of 10 percent), which suggests
that they are also sensitive to fairness considerations.

It is with respect to the Conservative party that the results are the most intriguing. Because it is
a big party it usually benefits from FPTP. At the time of the survey, the CBC poll tracker was
giving them 34 percent of the vote and 42 percent of the seats. But in the context of the 2019
general election, the party was disadvantaged relative to the Liberals, their main rival. With the
same vote share, the Liberals were getting more seats, and the Liberals managed at the end
to win more seats (and form the government) with fewer votes than the Conservatives. With a
proportional system the Conservative party was getting fewer seats but what matters the most
is that they were getting as many seats as the Liberals (with the same vote share). These results
suggest that Conservative supporters prefer outcomes that do not confer an unfair advantage to
their main rival.

6The Liberals ended up with fewer votes than the Conservatives (33 percent versus 34 percent) but more seats (46 percent
versus 36 percent) and formed a minority government.
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We may wonder whether people’s reactions depend on how much they like or dislike the vari-
ous parties. To investigate this possibility, we distinguish voters with strong and weak preferences,
the former being defined as those whose top-rated party gets at least 2 points more than the
second most-liked party on the 0 to 10 scale. We performed the same analyses reported in
Table 2 separately for the two groups (strong and weak preferences). The results are presented
in Appendix D. We see that the patterns are the same in both groups, that is Votes,
Proportional and Plurality seats have positive and significant coefficients but that, unsurprisingly,
strong supporters react more strongly to the electoral performance of their party and attach less
weight to proportionality.

4. Summary and discussion
The question that we set up to address is whether views about PR are shaped by partisan prefer-
ences. Our findings suggest that although partisan considerations matter, perceptions of fairness
matter as well. Yet, people pay attention, first and foremost, to which party will form the govern-
ment. To address our research question we proposed an innovative research design. We used an
experimental design because of its great advantage in terms of causal inference, and thus to elicit
citizens’ reactions to potential electoral outcomes, some proportional and some disproportional,
some where their preferred party performs well and some where it performs poorly. We were
keen to enhance external validity by conducting our experiment during a real election campaign,
using realistic vote and seat results, and real parties. Furthermore, we included as one of the scen-
arios the distribution of votes and seats that the CBC poll tracker suggested would occur if the
election were to take place at the time of the survey.

We believe this research design is a fruitful one. The seat–vote relationship that the participants
were shown corresponded to the reality of FPTP is applied to the Canadian context. The propor-
tional outcomes that we created are what is usually found in proportional systems: a small over-
representation of the big parties and the underrepresentation of very small ones. As for
scenarios corresponding to plus or minus outcomes for each of the parties, we wanted to make
sure that our treatments were strong enough to elicit voters’ reactions while also being realistic.

The information that was presented concerned only the vote and the seat distribution. We did
not mention which party was going to form the government nor did we mention the possibility of
a coalition government, an option that was sometime raised during the campaign although it has
never occurred at the federal level in Canada. We considered including the government formation
dimension, but we were concerned that this would be too much information to digest. We ran a
pilot study in the summer of 2019 and the feedback we received suggested that it would indeed be
too much information. Our findings further show that the respondents did indeed pay attention
to which party won a plurality of the seats (and would probably form the government). Citizens
spontaneously think about the composition of government when they are informed about the
outcome of an election, and this affects their reactions even when that aspect is omitted from
the experimental set up.

Our study was intended to examine how citizens in a disproportional system react to more pro-
portional outcomes. There is little doubt that voters’ evaluations of the various outcomes depend in
part on their own prior experience with the electoral system. But, we do not see this necessarily as a
shortcoming of our experimental design. If context matters (and we have every reason to believe it
does) then voters’ reactions to the treatments should vary across countries.

We should, however, acknowledge one limitation of our approach. We made sure that the
scenarios that the respondents were asked to evaluate were realistic in the Canadian context.
Whether these scenarios would appear realistic in other contexts is an open question, which raises
difficult questions about how we could compare findings from different countries. There is also
the possibility that the effects that we have uncovered in this particular instance would be greater
in a more polarized party system.
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What is reassuring is that our design has produced findings that make sense. Our findings are
consistent with those by Plescia et al. (2020): there is support for PR even in countries with
majoritarian electoral systems such as Britain and Canada. Because our study deals with real
parties during a real election, we can add an important caveat, that is, support for PR is
conditional on partisan considerations. Finally, we find that citizens’ evaluations focus on who
forms the government, which is consistent with research that shows that perceptions of winning
(or losing) an election is based first and foremost on whether one’s party is in government or
opposition (Stiers et al., 2018).

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2021.24
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