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Abstract 

The literature on the choice and effects of electoral rules in autocracies tends to focus on 
the dictator’s preferences. However, it is important to recognize that even the most 
powerful autocrats choose rules under constraints. The constraints may come in the form 
of opposition actors who threaten the regime or the dictator’s own limited information or 
knowledge about how the rules work and the distribution of preferences among the 
electorate. The uncertainty over voter preferences is a particularly acute problem for 
autocracies where coercion and manipulation are rampant, and the expression of sincere 
preferences through media and electoral polls is limited. These tactics enable autocrats to 
win elections but may condition the effects of electoral rules, making the choice of rules 
difficult. The end result may be that the problem of electoral choice is more difficult for 
autocrats even if they face fewer formal institutional constraints than their democratic 
counterparts. 
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Introduction 

Most autocracies in the world today allow for multiparty national elections. The 

exceptions—such as China and Saudi Arabia—are very few. The rise of multiparty 

elections under authoritarianism became notable after the end of the Cold War as many 

single-party states in the developing world were forced to allow electoral openings 

(Levitsky and Way 2010). The increasing number of autocracies that hold elections has 

led to greater study of the phenomenon, and the reasons for elections in autocracies are 

the subject of a lively debate (for reviews, see Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Hermet, 

Rose, and Rouquié 1978). Less closely examined are the rules under which these 

elections are held. Like elections in democracies, those in autocracies are held using a 

variety of electoral systems. In other words, there is a wide range of electoral rules, 

defined as laws that regulate “competition between and within parties” around elections 



(Cox 1997, 38). More specifically, electoral systems are the set of rules that regulate how 

citizens cast their votes and how these votes are translated into the seats for 

representatives (Gallagher and Mitchell 2005; Lijphart 1999). Thus, electoral systems 

include rules on the electoral formula (how votes are translated into seats), district 

magnitude (the number of seats per constituency), and electoral threshold (the minimum 

support necessary for representation), among others (Gallagher and Mitchell 2005; 

Lijphart 1994, 1999). 

Given the proliferation of elections under autocracies, it seems natural that we 

should study the rules under which they are organized. We begin with some descriptive 

information about elections and electoral rules under authoritarianism, particularly from 

the post–World War II period, which provides the most systematic information. We then 

discuss two important aspects of electoral rules: the choice of rules and their effects in 

dictatorships. Regarding the choice of rules, the starting assumption in much of the 

literature is that dictators choose the rules that best suit their interests. While reasonable, 

it is worth highlighting that their choices are frequently made under constraints—in the 

form of other powerful actors and limits to their own knowledge. These constraints may 

account for why the choices of autocrats sometimes appear suboptimal. Regarding the 

effects of rules, the use of coercion and manipulation to win elections, along with the 

absence of sincere expressions of voting preferences through free media and polling, 

makes the problem of information especially acute in dictatorships. Without accurate 

information about voter preferences, it may be difficult for candidates, parties, and voters 

to coordinate, distorting the effect of rules on outcomes such as the size of the party 

system. These distortionary effects, in turn, make the problem of choice more difficult. 



These arguments stem from the small but growing literature on electoral rules in 

autocracies, but we also draw on studies of institutional choice in transitioning regimes 

and new democracies. In reviewing the literature, we also highlight areas for future 

research. The chapter closes with a brief conclusion. 

Electoral Rules in Autocracies 

Elections to fill executive and legislative offices have been held in autocracies since at 

least the nineteenth century. By 1850, over thirty countries—none of which were 

democratic—held legislative elections (Przeworski 2009), and by 1880, over two-thirds 

of the countries in the world held them (Miller 2015). Data for the broader historical 

period show that prior to World War II, elections in autocracies generally experienced 

medium to high levels of contestation but maintained numerous restrictions on the 

franchise, limiting participatory opportunities (Miller 2015). Elites were willing to allow 

for some measure of competition among themselves as long as ordinary citizens could be 

kept out of the arena (either as voters or candidates). In contrast, elections in autocracies 

after World War II were increasingly characterized by low levels of contestation and high 

levels of participation. Newly independent countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia 

guaranteed suffrage rights for all their citizens but were also responsible for the decline in 

electoral contestation. This notable lack of contestation, however, is primarily a Cold 

War phenomenon (Gandhi 2015). During the postwar period, while autocracies held 

almost as many legislative elections as democracies, the vast majority of these 

elections—until the 1990s—were noncompetitive (Barberá 2013). What makes 

multiparty elections in autocracies after the end of the Cold War distinct perhaps is the 

emergence of contestation in the context of full participation. 



What we know empirically about electoral rules in autocracies comes from the 

post–World War II period. Majoritarian rules govern autocratic elections more frequently 

than democratic ones: 57 percent of legislative elections in dictatorships versus 29 

percent in democracies (Barberá 2013). But variation in the rules still exists. The 

effective electoral threshold in dictatorships ranges from 0.27 to 37.5 (Higashijima and 

Chang 2016).1 This means that autocracies run the gamut in their electoral systems—

from very proportional systems with low electoral thresholds to pure single-member 

district plurality (also known as first past the post, FPTP) systems with many forms of 

mixed systems in between. Qualitative studies confirm this variation. Dictatorships, such 

as that under Hun Sen and the Cambodian People’s Party, for example, have consistently 

maintained and dominated legislative elections held under proportional representation 

(PR). In Singapore, the People’s Action Party wins overwhelming legislative majorities 

through a system with multi-member “group representation constituencies”: voters 

choose among competing party lists with the highest-polling party winning all the seats—

between four and six—in the constituency (Reilly 2007). 

Additionally, competitive elections were sometimes held even in the context of 

single-party rule. During single-party rule in Kenya and Tanzania, for example, the 

primary elections of the ruling party to fill legislative seats were competitive by design. 

Similarly, in Vietnam and China, where the Communist Party still has a monopoly on 

political power, elections for some National Assembly seats and for some local 

institutions (e.g., village committees and local congresses), respectively, see competition 

among candidates. Moreover, there is variation in electoral rules across these states. 

Single-member district plurality systems were used in Kenya under the Kenya African 



National Union (KANU) and in Tanzania under the Tanganyika African National Union 

(TANU) and its successor party, while Cuba uses a two-round majority system with 

single-member districts, and Vietnam uses a system of multi-member nontransferable 

vote in which voters have the same number of votes as there are seats in the district 

(Birch 2003; Malesky and Schuler 2010; Mozaffar 2004; Prevost 2015). In addition to 

differences in the electoral formula, there is also cross-national variation in the rules on 

candidate nomination, campaigning, and thresholds of participation for valid elections. 

For example, the Communist Party in the Soviet Union and TANU in Tanzania kept tight 

control of candidate nomination, Tanzania and Cuba both instituted strict rules regarding 

candidate campaigns, and the Soviet Union and Vietnam both instituted voter turnout 

thresholds below which the election would be void (Carson 1955; Hyden and Leys 1972; 

Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016; Prevost 2015; White, Rose, and McAllister 1997). 

Thus, while most contemporary efforts focus on electoral rules in postwar autocracies 

with multiparty elections, it may be worthwhile to consider broadening our scope. 

The rules for translating votes into seats (electoral formulas) are important—as 

evinced by the frequency with which autocrats try to doctor them. Under the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI) between 1985 and 1997, Mexico used five different electoral 

systems for five legislative elections (Remmer 2008). Military rulers in Algeria switched 

from a two-round majority system to closed-list proportional representation in the late 

1990s to prevent any repetition of an opposition victory—as occurred in the first round of 

the 1991 legislative elections (Bouandel 2005). Taiwan under the Kuomintang (KMT) 

adopted a new electoral system in 1992, and Cambodia under the Cambodian People’s 

Party (CPP) changed their electoral formula between the 1993 and 1998 elections. In 



addition, authoritarian incumbents and opposition forces frequently clash over the rules. 

In Jordan, extra-parliamentary counsels have revised the electoral law a number of 

times—each of which has been met with serious opposition (Lust-Okar 2006). The 

change to reduce the number of votes per person from the number of seats in the district 

to a single vote was controversial enough to lead to an opposition boycott of elections in 

1997. As Schedler (2002, 118) observes, elections under authoritarianism are “nested 

games” in which “the competition for votes and the struggle for electoral reform go hand 

in hand.” 

Autocrats’ Choices of Rules 

One important area of research attempts to account for the variation in electoral rules 

under autocracy. Autocratic incumbents—like their democratic counterparts—want to 

stay in power. But there are multiple strategies that can be pursued to advance this goal. 

As a result, many of the predictions for the types of rules autocrats would choose are 

conditional on their regime type or underlying institutional structure. Moreover, a starting 

assumption seems to be that autocrats can unilaterally decide the rules under which 

elections are held. As a result, processes such as path dependence or diffusion—which 

sometimes are used to characterize rule choice in new democracies—are not important 

factors in this literature. While incumbents certainly are powerful and have preferences 

over rules, they often choose them under constraints—even in dictatorships. 

For autocratic incumbents, the strategies for survival are many, and they are 

reflected in their consideration of different rules. If autocrats govern with a ruling party, 

they may tailor the electoral rules to increase the vote share of that party. Alternatively, 

incumbents may seek to write rules that explicitly disadvantage the opposition in a 



number of ways. But the time horizon of leaders matters greatly. Seat maximization for 

the dominant party and seat minimization for opposition parties take precedence when 

incumbents believe they are likely to remain in power. When they confront a regime 

transition or a high likelihood of losing power, then they may be more interested in 

providing themselves some insurance by securing a minimum of seats to make policy 

change less likely. However, even self-interest dominated by the logic of insurance can 

be thought of as seat maximization under the additional constraint of an expectation of 

loss. 

Given the importance of self-interest in electoral rule choice, some have argued 

that different types of incumbents have divergent preferences for the distribution of 

power, leading to the selection of different electoral rules. Lust-Okar and Jamal (2002) 

argue that autocrats with dominant parties or single-party states likely already have well-

developed organizations and thus prefer electoral systems that reinforce their dominance. 

They argue that in such regimes, autocrats will choose electoral rules with party lists, 

high national thresholds for representation, multi-member districts, and electoral 

formulas that provide a bonus to the largest party. In the case of Mexico, Diaz-Cayeros 

and Magaloni (2001) demonstrate that the PRI chose electoral rules that would reinforce 

their existing dominance while dividing the opposition, in line with the theory presented 

by Lust-Okar and Jamal. The PRI shifted the electoral rules from a purely majoritarian 

system to a mixed-member system that included both single-member district plurality and 

PR in multi-member districts with a 1.5 to 2.5 percent threshold (the threshold was 

changed repeatedly between 1963 and 1999; Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001). Diaz-

Cayeros and Magaloni argue that the multi-member districts reduced the incentives for 



opposition parties to coordinate to dislodge the PRI, while the presence of plurality seats 

ensured the PRI could continue to win a disproportionately large share of seats. With a 

sufficiently divided opposition unable to mount a coordinated challenge, there was no 

need for high electoral thresholds to disadvantage small parties. 

In contrast to the preferences of autocrats with established party organizations, 

Lust-Okar and Jamal (2002) argue that monarchs prefer to maintain their position by 

staying above the political fray. Monarchs prefer to act as a mediator between balanced 

competing forces because this role ensures their continued usefulness in the political 

system. This leads, according to Lust-Okar and Jamal, to monarchs selecting first past the 

post, small district magnitudes, and no electoral thresholds. These rules promote two-

party systems (Cox 1997; Duverger 1954), or as Lust-Okar and Jamal argue, at least 

large blocs that are easier for the monarch to manage than many small parties. 

While some argue that the choice of rules is dependent on the type of ruler, 

another section of the literature suggests that a ruler’s expectations of winning the 

elections condition the choice of rules. By opening up the electoral arena to competition, 

a leader may expect to lose seats. In this case, the literature on electoral system choice 

and change in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Europe suggests that incumbents choose 

rules in an attempt to guarantee a minimum level of representation—to provide insurance 

for the future. This idea originated with Rokkan (1970, 157), who argued that incumbents 

threatened by the rising working class “demanded PR to protect their position against the 

new waves of mobilized voters created by universal suffrage.” The theory was further 

refined and formalized by Boix (1999), who argued that incumbents alter the electoral 

system to increase proportionality when the electoral arena changes in such a way that is 



expected to significantly decrease their power and parliamentary seat share (see also 

Boix 2010; Kreuzer 2010). Specifically, Boix (1999) argues that when the coordinating 

capacity of the existing parties is low—when they secure roughly equal levels of 

support—there will be no focal party around which non-Socialist voters can rally and 

proportional representation will be adopted when a strong Socialist party enters the arena. 

Ahmed (2010, 2013) presents a slight variation of the insurance argument, recognizing 

that the starting point prior to reform in these countries was not single-member district 

plurality but often a mixed-member system, and suggesting that both single-member 

district plurality and proportional representation were reactions to the threat posed by 

Socialism. In contrast, Calvo’s (2009) theory of electoral choice as insurance does not 

rely on the expansion of Socialism. He argues that majoritarian electoral rules combined 

with an increase in the number of parties exacerbate partisan biases (the extra seats a 

party secures beyond what is expected for other parties with the same vote share due to 

geographic concentration), which may not benefit incumbents, leading incumbents to 

pursue electoral system change. 

The problem of choosing rules under conditions of loss appears to have been 

central for military rulers leaving power in Latin America as well. They confronted the 

choice between plurality and majority rules for the election of presidents. The latter 

typically requires candidates to win a majority of votes or else face a second-round 

runoff. Negretto (2006, 2009) argues that outgoing military rulers who knew they would 

have no partisan support or, at most, the support of small parties preferred majority runoff 

elections for the presidency. The two-round system encourages all parties to throw their 

hats into the electoral ring in the first round. The results of the first round help sort out 



who are the potential frontrunners around which other parties may coalesce for the 

second round. As such, the system is more inclusive in that small parties can influence 

who wins and, consequently, policy outcomes (see also Remmer 2008). Moreover, 

majority rule sets a threshold that is usually too high for any single party to achieve on its 

own, making it less likely that a single party—completely antagonistic to military 

interests—can win independently. 

It is worth noting that expectations about losing and about regime change do not 

always coincide. In other words, the leaders of authoritarian regimes may facilitate a 

transition to democracy precisely because they expect that they will be able to win 

elections even under democracy (Slater and Wong 2013). Wright and Escribà-Folch 

(2012) find that in all dominant party regimes that democratized during the post–World 

War II period, the former ruling party remained electorally competitive after the 

transition, winning at least the second-largest share of seats in the legislature. In these 

cases, authoritarian incumbents may have few incentives to change the rules since they 

expect to use those same rules to win under democracy. 

Major rules, such as PR versus FPTP, are obviously important since they have a 

large impact on outcomes, and hence are the object of study for much of the literature on 

electoral rules more generally. But it is important to note that even for autocrats trying to 

maximize their chances of retaining power and the number of seats for the ruling party, 

these major rules present tradeoffs. For rulers with dominant parties, FPTP may yield a 

seat bonus, but it also provides incentives for opposition candidates and voters to 

coordinate, potentially resulting in a stronger opposing force. PR, in turn, makes it more 

difficult for opposition forces to coordinate, but its proportionality potentially reduces the 



ruling party’s dominance. Higashijima and Chang (2016), for example, examine the costs 

and tradeoffs associated with different rules. They argue that although single-member 

district systems can give the ruling party a seat bonus that helps a dictator “co-opt ruling 

elites with institutionalized rent-seeking opportunities,” they also “depress voter turnout 

and incentivize opposition parties to build a pre-electoral coalition” (Higashijima and 

Chang 2016, 3). Thus, a dictator may prefer to use PR to divide the opposition and 

increase turnout, which gives the regime an image of popularity and invincibility. 

Because the dictator faces a tradeoff between co-opting elites within the ruling coalition 

to ensure their continued support and dividing the opposition while also appeasing them 

by allowing them some representation, Higashijima and Chang argue that dictators with 

access to significant financial resources will use these resources to buy voter support and 

use PR to divide the opposition. 

Because changes in major rules can have either contradictory effects or significant 

costs, autocratic rulers may turn their attention elsewhere to achieve victory. They often 

establish or alter smaller rules that structure competition, targeting the opposition without 

incurring the tradeoffs discussed previously. Autocrats, for example, may gerrymander to 

create protected constituencies for their parties and allies. They also may set high de facto 

vote thresholds that opposition candidates are unlikely to surmount. One common way of 

doing this is through distributional vote requirements. In Kenya, four months before the 

1992 election, for example, the ruling party pushed through a constitutional amendment 

requiring successful presidential candidates to win at least 25 percent of the votes in no 

fewer than five out of eight provinces. The regulation was designed to diminish the 

electoral prospects of opposition candidates who often drew support from particular 



regions. If opposition parties attempt to surmount this problem by forming electoral 

coalitions, incumbents can deter this strategy as well. In Mexico, any parties seeking to 

form a pre-electoral coalition had to do so for both presidential and legislative elections, 

lowering the likelihood of an opposition coalition for any election. In Senegal, the 

Senegalese Democratic Party (PDS) banned coalitions to prevent opposition forces from 

mounting a credible electoral challenge against it. Because smaller rule changes enable 

incumbents to skirt the tradeoffs encountered in major rule changes, they should produce 

identifiable effects. Consequently, more attention should be paid to the full variety of 

electoral rules, including voter registration, candidate nomination, and campaign laws. 

Recognizing and incorporating this variety into our theories is important because 

these rules may act as substitutes. In other words, while a single-member district plurality 

electoral formula may present a variety of costs in terms of decreasing turnout and 

incentivizing opposition coordination (Higashijima and Chang 2016), a proportional 

system with high electoral thresholds, short campaign periods, and low district 

magnitudes may allow the dictator to alleviate these costs while also obtaining the benefit 

of a seat bonus similar to that under plurality. Thus, a better specification of the range of 

electoral rules will allow for a better understanding of how dictators balance the costs and 

tradeoffs discussed in the existing literature. 

Suboptimal Choices 

Through their use of minor and major rule changes, it is tempting to assume that 

incumbents—especially autocratic ones—always achieve their goals. Yet country-level 

studies that simulate electoral results under various electoral rules frequently show that 

incumbents could have more effectively achieved their goals under a different choice of 



rules. Remington and Smith (1996) show that Yeltsin and his allies should have 

supported an all-FPTP system (rather than a mixed-member majoritarian one) in Russia if 

they wanted to advance the policy goals of reformers. Simulated electoral results show 

that Communists in both Hungary (Benoit and Schiemann 2001) and Poland (Kaminski 

2002) would have better maximized their seat shares if they had chosen pure PR. Instead, 

the former chose a mixed-member system with a relatively even division between PR and 

constituency seats, while the latter initially opted for majority runoff (for the lower 

houses). 

Seemingly suboptimal choices by the incumbent may be the result of different 

factors. Incumbents may not be able to choose rules unilaterally so that their choices, in 

fact, are evidence of constrained optimization. Alternatively, incumbents may be making 

choices under conditions of high uncertainty, leading them to misestimate their level of 

support among the voters and to choose the “wrong” rules. Actors also may have limited 

information about the distributive effects of rules. We review these factors in turn. 

The Constraints of Opposition 

While autocrats usually have great power to “structure the world so that they can win” 

(paraphrasing Riker 1986a, ix), they do not always make choices about electoral rules 

unilaterally. The threat of rebellion pushed incumbents to expand the franchise in 

Western Europe in the late nineteenth/early twentieth century. Further, some have 

suggested that this threat of rebellion is what led to the adoption of proportional 

representation. Alesina and Glaeser (2004, 8) argue that labor uprisings and strikes 

“effectively threatened the entire nation” in countries such as Belgium, Finland, the 

Netherlands, Sweden, and Switzerland. Since the strikers explicitly demanded 



proportional representation in many cases, electoral reform and the adoption of PR was a 

direct result of these threats. In a related argument, Ahmed (2013) suggests that the 

choice of PR was partly a function of the radicalization of the Socialist party. Ahmed 

argues that both FPTP and PR were reactions of the right parties to the electoral threat of 

Socialism. Where the Socialist party was moderate, their entrance triggered party 

realignment, but not proportional representation because the prospect of a Socialist 

electoral victory did not threaten the social order (Ahmed 2013). Conversely, where the 

Socialist party was more radical, they “not only posed an electoral threat, they posed a 

threat to the existing social order,” making an outright Socialist victory under FPTP more 

problematic from the perspective of right parties and leading to the adoption of PR to 

prevent such a situation (Ahmed 2013, 24). 

Brought to the bargaining table by the threat of unrest, autocrats may then be 

constrained by the actual bargaining protocol and the degree to which their opponents can 

mobilize against them. Hungarian Communists, for example, were forced to the 

bargaining table in 1989 by growing political opposition amid an economic crisis (Benoit 

and Schiemann 2001). Earlier in the year, they had tried to unilaterally impose their own 

preferences by proposing a mostly FPTP system, but opposition forces led massive 

demonstrations that ultimately terminated the effort. Once at the roundtable talks, the 

Communists had to negotiate with a united coalition of opposition parties that had agreed 

to make all their decisions unanimously before presenting a unified stance to their 

adversary. 

While it is natural to focus on the political interactions characterized as 

“government versus opposition,” it is critical to remember that opposition forces are not 



always united against authoritarian incumbents. In fact, there may be situations in which 

the ruling party colludes with certain opposition parties to diminish the electoral 

competitiveness of others. In Hungary, the Communists and some of the larger opposition 

parties argued for higher electoral thresholds to deter competition from smaller parties 

(Benoit and Schiemann 2001). In Mexico, in 1993, the ruling PRI and the largest 

opposition party, the National Action Party (PAN), both supported an electoral reform 

that required two parties wishing to cross-endorse, or nominate a single presidential 

candidate, to have common candidates in all other national legislative races (Diaz-

Cayeros and Magaloni 2001). The PAN supported this because cross-endorsement of 

presidential candidates had previously benefited the Party of the Democratic Revolution 

(PRD), a smaller but rising opposition party. Additionally, the 1993 reform gave some 

other benefits to the PAN, including giving the power to certify election results to the 

Federal Electoral Institute and a new rule for choosing senators that ensured the fourth 

senator from every state would be a representative of the second-largest party, which 

would benefit the PAN more than the PRD (Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001). 

The Problem of Uncertainty 

For autocrats choosing electoral rules for multiparty or multicandidate competition for 

the first time, it is difficult to imagine how there could not have been great uncertainty 

even if the incumbents themselves postured as if they were acting with certainty. In the 

initial electoral openings in Eastern Europe (1989–1990), leaders in Poland and other 

Communist countries were adamant about maintaining single-member districts, believing 

that this electoral system would benefit them as the dominant party or as incumbent 

candidates with greater name recognition (Bielasiak 2002; Kaminski 2002). Yet their 



choice backfired on them. Similarly, in Algeria, the government first organized partisan 

elections at the local and regional levels in 1990. After a relatively new party, the Islamic 

Salvation Front (FIS), won control of more than half of the local assemblies, the 

government scrambled to change the electoral rules for elections to the national assembly 

to be held the following year (Bouandel 2005). It seems likely that in first elections or in 

later elections when new parties emerge, the distribution of support for the incumbent and 

challengers is relatively unclear. And since polling in authoritarian regimes is fraught 

with problems of “preference falsification” (Kuran 1991), it should not be surprising that 

parties make mistakes in calculating which rules would best serve their electoral interests. 

In addition, there is clear evidence that autocrats sometimes suffer from lack of 

knowledge about how rules work and their effects. In choosing the PR formulas to be 

used in Hungary, both the Communist Party and the united opposition were “unsure 

about the distributive effects of alternative formulas” (Benoit and Schiemann 2001, 175). 

A similar account may explain what occurred in Chile where the military government and 

its civilian allies adopted an electoral system with two-member districts in an attempt to 

reduce the party system fractionalization that characterized the pre-Pinochet period. 

While the binominal system has incentivized the emergence of two electoral blocs, it has 

neither reduced the number of parties (Siavelis 1997) nor guaranteed the stability of the 

electoral coalitions (Carey and Siavelis 2006). 

The Effects of Rules 

In democracies, electoral rules have been found to have effects on a variety of political 

and economic phenomena, but the strongest results about electoral rules lie in their 

effects on party systems. The well-known Duverger’s law suggests that first past the post 



creates incentives for voters and candidates to coordinate, producing fewer parties at the 

constituency, and possibly national, level (Cox 1997; Duverger 1954, 1986; Rae 1971; 

Riker 1976, 1986b; Sartori 1986). Specifically, Duverger argues that FPTP tends to lead 

to two-party systems because of “mechanical” and “psychological” effects (Duverger 

1954). The mechanical effect refers to the direct effect of the electoral formula—all but 

the two strongest parties are underrepresented in the legislature because other parties tend 

to be unable to win districts. The psychological effect reinforces the mechanical one—

citizens realize that if they vote for third parties that are unable to win seats, they are 

wasting their vote, and will therefore vote instead for one of the two largest parties. In 

contrast, proportional electoral systems tend to produce multiparty systems (Cox 1997; 

Duverger 1954, 1986; Riker 1976, 1986b). 

Do we observe the same effect in autocracies? The underlying question is whether 

there is something different about the authoritarian context that would alter or invalidate 

the mechanisms driving results consistent with Duverger’s law. In autocracies, voters and 

candidates may have little information about the distribution of preferences across the 

electorate, creating uncertainty about around whom they should coordinate. With 

increasing experience with elections, they can learn the relevant information over time so 

that they may coordinate appropriately. (See Andrews and Jackman 2005 and Tavits and 

Annus 2006 about this in new democracies.) 

Yet this process of learning is conditional on two factors: accurate information 

and the stability of rules. First, to some extent, strategic coordination among voters and 

candidates—the mechanism through which electoral rules influence party systems—

works only to the extent that the fundamentals of democratic elections are respected. 



Voters and candidates need relatively accurate information about voters’ preferences and 

the viability of candidates. This may be difficult to obtain in a context in which voters 

perceive the necessity of “preference falsification” (Kuran 1991), polls by independent 

organizations are rarely carried out and publicized, and media are not free to report on 

incumbents and challengers. In addition, to the extent that autocrats rely on fraudulent 

practices—such as ballot-box stuffing and manipulation of the vote aggregation 

process—they introduce significant amounts of noise to the vote totals. If voters are 

aware of the fraud (which they often are), then it creates even more doubt about the 

official electoral results as indicators of popular support for candidates and parties. 

Second, when electoral rules change often within short spans of time, it may be 

difficult for voters and candidates to coordinate their behavior. This is a problem 

theoretically not only for autocracies but also for any regime that experiences frequent 

changes in rules and institutions.2 Empirically, however, autocracies change their 

electoral rules much more frequently than democracies. Barberá (2013) reports that 

during the post–World War II period, 10 percent of autocracies made major rule changes, 

while 28 percent made minor ones (in comparison to 6 and 13 percent of democracies, 

respectively). These descriptive data confirm the relative ease with which authoritarian 

governments can change the rules. They also suggest that coordinating behavior may be 

difficult because of frequent rule changes. 

Whether these problems are insurmountable is partly an empirical question. 

Examining over 100 elections in Sub-Saharan Africa, Mylonas and Roussias (2008) find 

that the interaction of electoral rules and ethnopolitical cleavages predicts the number of 

parties only in democracies, not autocracies. Barberá (2013), in contrast, investigates all 



postwar elections in autocracies and finds evidence of learning over time by voters and 

candidates: after changes to FPTP, the number of electoral opposition parties declines 

with each successive election, but after changes to PR, that number increases with each 

additional election. While the problems of information and rule instability initially may 

impede voter and candidate coordination, they may eventually resolve themselves as 

autocrats settle on rules that confer advantages and voters and candidates learn how to 

better operate under them. Consequently, electoral coordination, which ultimately 

influences the party system, may just occur more slowly under authoritarianism than 

under democracy. 

It is critical to remember, however, that coordination within districts is different 

from—although related to—coordination across constituencies. Single-member district 

plurality systems generate incentives for two candidates to emerge within a constituency. 

Whether these effects scale up to a two-party system at the national level depends on a 

variety of other factors, including the distribution of power across levels of government 

(Chhibber and Kollman 1998, 2004), the number of legislative chambers, and the 

presence of policy or institutional domains controlled by unelected actors (e.g., appointed 

seats in the legislature; Hicken 2009). In fact, in authoritarian regimes with a nascent 

opposition, there is no guarantee that candidates will coordinate across districts to present 

a united challenge to the regime. So whether an autocrat ends up with a legislature 

divided between the ruling party and a united opposition party or one full of independents 

depends on the electoral system and other institutional rules. This discussion highlights 

one potentially fruitful avenue for future work on electoral systems in authoritarian 

regimes—considering the conditions (beyond simply the electoral system) under which 



opposition candidates are able to coordinate and when opposition parties nationalize. This 

will allow for better specification of the effects of different electoral rules. 

Conditional on the current party system, changes in electoral rules may have 

short-term effects that are more immediately evident to decision-makers and researchers 

alike. Some types of changes immediately disadvantage opposition parties or augment the 

incumbency advantage. As discussed earlier, geographic requirements on the distribution 

of support for the winning candidate put the ruling party in a more favorable position to 

win. Restrictions on the length, content, or funding of campaigns often immediately 

disadvantage opposition candidates who struggle against the war chests and name 

recognition of incumbents (McElwain 2008). 

Other rules may have short-term effects on the electoral strategies of incumbent 

and opposition actors. For example, electoral formulas affect what opposition parties 

have to lose by deciding to boycott. Under PR, even small parties have something to lose, 

and as a result, they are less likely to boycott. Under FPTP, small opposition parties have 

little hope of obtaining seats and so they may be more likely to boycott. Consistent with 

this argument, Schedler (2013) shows that opposition parties almost never withdraw from 

contesting legislative elections under PR or mixed systems, but they stage boycotts in 

about 40 percent of majoritarian elections. Electoral rules may also condition the use of 

violence in elections. Birch (2003) argues that two-round elections are destabilizing 

because they encourage the use of nonelectoral means to exercise power. The first round 

of the election provides electoral contestants with more information about the geographic 

distribution of support for themselves and their opponents. They can use this information 



to target voters with violence in the run-up to the second round, making victory more 

likely. 

Distinguishing between the short- and long-term effects of electoral rules has 

obvious importance for studying the choice of electoral rules as well. In authoritarian 

regimes, the problems of information and rule instability may mean that the effects of 

some electoral rules either do not exist or are evident only in the long-term (e.g., PR vs. 

FPTP on size of the party system). This raises questions about what we can say about 

electoral choice. Incumbents and challengers have preferences over rules because they 

have expectations about how the rules work and the outcomes that they should produce. 

But if the effect of electoral rules is not evident within one or two election cycles, then 

what should vote- or seat-maximizing autocrats and opposition parties prefer and choose 

in terms of the electoral rules? The difficulty of determining the long-term effects of 

electoral rules makes the choice of these rules nonobvious. Smaller rules, such as laws on 

campaigning, may exhibit much more immediate and straightforward effects on electoral 

behavior and outcomes. In this case, the effects of rule manipulation are much clearer, 

encouraging those who have the power to tinker and tailor with them to do so. 

Conclusion 

The literature on the choice and effects of electoral rules in autocracies tends to focus on 

the preferences of the dictator. In general, this is a sensible choice for at least two 

reasons. First, even the original literature on electoral rules in democracies recognizes 

that the power to alter the rules primarily rests with incumbents (Katz 2005). Second, 

dictators often face fewer constraints than their democratic counterparts and thus their 



preferences are likely the main determinant of the rules (Higashijima and Chang 2016; 

Lust-Okar and Jamal 2002). 

Yet it is important to recognize that even the most powerful autocrats choose rules 

under constraints. The constraints may come in the form of opposition actors who can 

threaten to mobilize protests or deny the election’s legitimacy through a boycott, if they 

are not allowed to compete under rules they deem acceptable. Additionally, the 

constraints may come in the form of the dictator’s own limited information or knowledge 

about how the rules work and the distribution of preferences among the electorate. The 

uncertainty over voter preferences would seem to be a particularly acute problem for 

autocracies where the use of coercion, vote buying, and fraud in elections are rampant, 

and the expression of sincere preferences through media and electoral polls is limited. 

These tactics enable autocrats to win elections, but they also create more uncertainty 

about voter preferences and make coordination among voters and parties more difficult. 

The end result may be that the problem of electoral system choice is more difficult for 

autocrats even if they face fewer constraints than their democratic counterparts. 
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Endnotes 

                                                             
1 The effective electoral threshold is “the proportion of votes that, for each electoral 

system, secures parliamentary representation to any party with a probability of at 

least 50” percent (Boix 1999, 614). 

2 See, for example, Herron’s chapter on Ukraine in this volume. 


