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1 Introduction  
Elaborating on Bartolini's concept of competition and collusion, this project aims to measure 

political competition in a multi-dimensional space in 70 democracies. 

In his concept of competition and collusion, Bartolini looks both at the voters' and the parties' 

perspective. While availability looks at the voters' perspective, contestability, decidability, and 

vulnerability mainly regard political parties, the relationship of parties to their voters, and/or the 

regulation of party competition.  

We expect that these four dimensions can be reduced to two underlying dimensions of party 

competition: stability and plurality. The proportionality-majoritarian dimension measures the 

proportional vs. majoritarian vision of party competition. In the majoritarian vision, party 

competition is centred on the median voter, whereas in the proportional view, representation of all 

issues and voter groups is maximised. The dynamic-stable dimension distinguishes competition that 

is based on stable social cleavages from competition based on volatile voters. 

- Contestability is related to the plurality dimension, because it looks at the difficulty to enter 

the political process and to achieve representation. 

-  Decidability refers to the distinction between political offers and the policy differences 

between parties, and is therefore related to the plurality dimension, too. 

- Vulnerability relates to the extent to which governments are likely to lose their power, and is 

linked to both dimensions, as it differs between types of governments (coalition vs. single-

party), the electoral system, and the size of these coalitions (plurality dimension), but also to 

the volatility of the electorate (stability dimension). 

- Availability is present when some voters consider changing their votes from one election to 

the other (as opposed to stable social cleavages), and is hence expected to be related to the 

stability dimension. 

 

Attempts to put Bartolini's concept in practice have remained rare – also because some of the 

dimensions are difficult to operationalise. This paper documents the first step of our project, to 

operationalise the four dimensions for a large number of countries and elections in the 70 best-

established democracies (in Europe, the Americas and Oceania), and over more than two decades 

(1990-2011). Currently, the number of countries varies for each dimension, from 21 (availability) to 

70 countries (contestability), over a period of up to 22 years. For a sample of 44 elections in 19 
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mainly Western European democracies, we cover all variables, which allows us to conduct a 

preliminary analysis about the connections between Bartolini’s dimensions. 

To measure the four Bartolinian dimensions, the paper combines voter survey data with 

aggregated data on parties and electoral competition, and further analyses electoral laws. It 

examines to what extent voters encounter parties that allow them to express their preferences in a 

meaningful way (decidability), by looking at survey data and party positions (expert data).  

Contestability is measured in law and in practice by looking at electoral legislation and election 

results, based on data from the Democracy Barometer1; availability is analysed in its relation to 

political stability. Lastly, vulnerability is a function of the size and type of governments, as well as 

of retrospective availability/stability, conditioned by electoral systems. 

At the present stage, we have located these highly preliminary and partial measures of 

competition in two overarching dimensions. We aim at consolidating these preliminary results 

based on a more extended dataset, in the next months. 

This conference paper discusses the literature on the quality of electoral competition, and shows 

the need for multi-dimensional empirical measures of competition. The third section introduces 

Bartolini's concept of competition, while section four operationalises the four Bartolinian 

dimensions. Thereafter, we show how these dimensions are connected in section five.  

2 A	  brief	  overview	  of	  the	  literature	  
Political competition is a central dimension of liberal democratic systems (Schumpeter 1950; Dahl 

1971). To be meaningful, voters must be offered different party choices (Sartori 1976).  

Accordingly, one of the most studied features of political competition is the number of parties that 

contest for public votes. Most scholars build on Laakso & Taagepera (1979) seminal paper and use 

the effective number of parties to analyse the effect of party system fragmentation on aspects of 

party and electoral behaviour (Blais & Dobrzynska 1998; Norris 2008; Powell 1982; Rae 1971) as 

well as on representation, electoral turnout and political conflict (Lijphart & Grofman 1991; Norris 

2004; Taagepera & Shugart 1989). To some degree party competition depends indeed on the 

number and characteristics of political parties. However, party competition does not occur in a 

political vacuum, but also relates to the preferences of voters. Competition only exists if not all 

voters are a priori bound to one single party and at least consider more than one of the available 

choices.2 If a voter “regards only one party as a viable alternative, and rules out all other ones, no 

electoral competition exists”, for his vote (Eijk & Oppenhuis 1991), regardless of the number of 

parties in a political system. Hence, while "counting the number of parties may be easier and readily 
                                                
1 www.democracybarometer.org 
2 We are aware that a voter will eventually rule out all but one party. However, if they do this a priori, 
without considering other parties, which might fit their preferences, we have no competition. 
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available for most party systems, (…) it will [in many cases] miss the property of party systems that 

is of prime interest" (Dalton 2008). For instance, voters are more willing to consider different 

parties if they find multiple parties close to their ideological/policy ideal point (Bartolini & Mair 

1990, pp.14–15); if voters have no realistic policy alternatives, electoral mobility between parties is 

minimised. As voters can only convey information to parliaments through the policy options 

offered by the political parties (Alvarez & Nagler 2004), it is important to analyse not only the 

number of parties, but also the policy options they supply.  

An early attempt to conceptualize party competition in a more fine-graded way identified 

three dimensions of competition, covering such diverse aspects as contestability, conflict of interest, 

and performance sensitivity (Strom 1989). Contestability is understood as the potential for 

competition and includes institutional aspects of the electoral system. Conflict of interest is a 

function of the stakes of the political game and depends on party polarization and the institutions in 

which the parties compete. Performance sensitivity, by contrast, refers to competitiveness and 

includes the "extent to which outcomes depend on the behaviour of the contestants" (Strom 1989). 

A decade after this early attempt to extend the study of political competition beyond the number of 

parties, Bartolini (1999; 2000) developed a four dimensional framework of party competition which 

builds the base for this paper. His concept of competition and potential links between the four 

dimensions are discussed in the following section. 

3 Dimensions	  of	  electoral	  competition:	  Building	  on	  Bartolini	  
In two seminal papers, Bartolini (Bartolini 1999; Bartolini 2000) proposes that there exist four 

necessary conditions of competition that need to be considered in order to maximise the elite’s 

responsiveness to citizens’ preferences: Contestability, Availability, Decidability and Vulnerability. 

The following paragraphs present the four conditions of competition and discuss how they are 

related to each other. We locate them on two underlying dimensions: a proportionality-majoritarian 

dimension and a dynamic-stable dimension. 

 

Contestability refers to the extent to which political parties (or other competitors3) can 

contest elections in a polity. This depends on a set of institutional regulations, which restrict the 

access to the electoral arena and the parliament and distinguish two worlds of representation. On the 

one hand, Bartolini mentions the classical aspects of electoral systems, i.e. the threshold, which 

parties need to pass to win seats in parliament (Lijphart 1994a; Taagepera & Shugart 1989). 

Electoral rules with considerable thresholds have a concentrating effect on the party system, and 

make it less likely that new competitors can establish themselves successfully (see e.g. Riker, 

                                                
3 We do not further distinguish parties and non-partisan competitors, but treat the two as synonyms. 
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1982). On the other hand, this dimension also regards the difficulties parties face to even register for 

elections, or to get equal chances in campaigning. Apart from the administrative hurdles, (public) 

party finance laws and coverage in public broadcaster during the campaign might be relevant for 

new parties (Katz & Mair 1995, pp.23–24; Biezen & Kopecký 2001).. The contestability dimension 

relates to two forms of representation (Huber & Powell 1994; Powell 2000): in the proportional 

view, the representation of all parts of the electorate is crucial, and the parliament should mirror all 

relevant groups and preferences in society. In the majoritarian view, the electoral system 

concentrates the political process to two main parties, arguing that these two competitors will 

represent the preferences of the electorate as a whole, by competing for the median voter, and then 

forming the government at that point in the policy space4. 

 

Availability covers the idea that for competition to exist, at least some voters need to 

consider changing their votes from one election to the next. At the absence of volatility – if voters 

were not open to electoral appeals, for instance because they always vote for the party their parents 

did – there can be no meaningful competition, as any attempts thereto would be fruitless. This does 

not mean that there is one single way how voters might decide on which competitor to vote. We 

distinguish two main types of voter decisions, which make voters available to competition: If voters 

vote prospectively, they consider the party programs, i.e. the positions on different issues, which 

parties offer. Additionally, voters can also decide on a retrospective basis, by evaluating what the 

incumbent government achieved (for them). 

Hence, in the case of perfect non-availability, voters would either vote completely 

randomly, or by default stick to the party they voted for in the previous elections, i.e. neither 

consider retrospectively the incumbent's achievements, nor prospectively the party's program, or 

possible changes to it. This does not mean that perfect stability of the electoral choices is equal to 

non-availability5 (Eijk & Oppenhuis 1991). However, voters should switch if there is a new 

competitor which is offering a more convincing program (or an established party changes its policy 

position in a similar way), and/or if the party they supported in the last elections performed badly in 

office, and/or a party they did not vote for in the last elections performed better than expected. We 

would relate, thus, availability to a dimension, which separates dynamic from stable elections. In 

the presence of strong links between voters and parties, voters will be more resistant to consider the 

electoral appeals of parties they did not vote for previously. In the absence of strong links, elections 

will be much more dynamic, and programmatic changes or the retrospective performance of 

governments should have an immediate and strong effect on the vote choice. As the latter might 

                                                
4 Grofman (2004) provides critical objections on two-party convergence. 
5 This point also holds for the electorate considered as a whole. 
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also depend on the supply of electoral alternatives, availability might also be linked to the 

proportional-majoritarian dimension of electoral competition.  

 

Decidability is based on the insight that, in order for competition to exist, meaningful 

differences between the policy ‘offers’ of different parties need to exist, as otherwise, the voters are 

not able to choose rationally between parties (Bartolini 2000). Policy offers are most meaningful to 

voters, if they address their preferences on the most important issues. In a political system where 

parties actively seek to provide policy alternatives that are attractive to voters, decidability will be 

high. The literature has distinguished two different conceptions of when an offer is meaningful to 

voters:  

- relying on a majoritarian concept of representation, the most meaningful political offers are 

those, which compete for the median voter – so that the median voters' position will eventually 

also be the position of the median legislator (Powell & Vanberg 2000). We call this the 

majoritarian perspective on decidability. 

- from a proportional view of representation, one would criticise that the remaining differences 

between parties addressing the position of the median voter are marginal, and meaningless to 

(almost) all other voters. Hence, if there are voters with different positions, they should find a 

meaningful option to vote for, which fits their preferences. This implies that the party 

competition should reflect the positions of (almost) all voters, on relevant issues. If most voters 

are located at the centre, polarised competition would be less decidable, whereas for voters at 

the poles, a centrist offer is less relevant. 

While decidability is thus clearly anchored both in the proportional and in the majoritarian 

view of representation, each model of representation has its own view of decidability, and the two 

are mutually exclusive (with the exception of political systems where almost all voters are located 

in the very centre of the policy space). 

There are other reasons why competition might not be decidable. We have assumed that 

parties have a clear position in the issue space, and in the following section, we will measure the 

extent to which these positions differ from those of other parties. While this covers what Bartolini 

terms "unclear" and “undifferentiated" policy offers, it might be possible that policy offers are 

either “not made” or that the “originator of the offer cannot be observed by the voter” (Bartolini 

2000). We believe, however, that in modern democracies these aspects are less crucial than the 

question to what extent the offers address the position of the (median) voters. 
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Vulnerability emphasises that not all incumbents equally depend on the electoral competition. 

Since staying in or gaining government office is the key aim of most political parties, the 

responsiveness effects of competition can only be expected to exist if the governing party (parties) 

fears losing office. As long as a government is secure in its position, the parties it consists of have 

no incentive to be responsive towards the voters; for the opposite reason, neither do the opposition 

parties. What is needed for a government to be vulnerable is an “average electoral availability along 

the incumbent/opposition line large enough to approach (or bypass) the majority margin of 

incumbents” (Bartolini 2000), that is, a rational expectation (or fear) of the governing parties that 

they may lose power. Vulnerability depends, however, not only on the majority margin of the 

government (i.e. the excess number of seats a government relies on, or more precisely, the number 

of votes a government might lose to keep the parliamentary majority), but also on the availability of 

voters. With low availability of voters (i.e. voters remain stable, or do not react to electoral 

incentives), even a very narrow majority is safe, whereas with very high availability, even a 

comfortable majority might disappear as voters switch parties. Finally, a visible division line 

between government and opposition is a pre-condition of vulnerability, so that the concept is 

difficult to apply to minority governments (Bartolini 2000). We would expect that vulnerability is 

linked to the two underlying dimensions of electoral competition: it is linked to the stability-

dynamic dimension of competition, as in very dynamic electoral markets, governments are more 

vulnerable. And it is linked to the proportional-majoritarian dimension, as with more open electoral 

competition, governing coalitions consist of more parties. In majoritarian systems, we would rather 

find narrow single-party coalitions, but majoritarian electoral rules also tend to amplify the effect of 

electoral swings in terms of the seat distribution in parliament. 

3.1 Types	  of	  competition	  systems	  
As we have highlighted, the four dimensions of competition are connected to each other. Each of 

them is part of two underlying dimensions, the proportional--majoritarian dimension, and the 

dynamic-stable dimension of competition. We expect that they result in four types of competition: 

- Proportional-dynamic systems. These are the most competitive systems, with polarised and 

unstable competition. High contestability allows voters to choose from a large range of parties, 

and parties cover the whole range of policy positions (high proportional decidability). Voters are 

very inclined to use their choice, and switch parties often, making governments vulnerable. 

- Proportional-stable systems: This is a polarised, cleavage-based representation, with strong 

linkages between parties and their constituencies. It is characterised by high contestability, low 
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availability of voters, high proportional decidability. Governments are less vulnerable, as they 

are often over-sized, and voters are less available. 

- Majoritarian-dynamic systems: With low contestability, the two main party blocs compete for 

the median voter (majoritarian view of decidability). As voters are highly available, the outcome 

of the elections is very open, and depends heavily on the performance of the government (high 

vulnerability). 

- Majoritarian-stable systems: The access to the electoral arena is closed (low contestability), so 

the competition is reduced to two main parties. Both of these can rely on a loyal constituency 

(low availability), and marginal changes are only caused by a few independent voters around the 

median. Majoritarian decidability is high, and vulnerability low. 

 

Having discussed the four dimensions of competition and the resulting types of competition, the 

next section will explain our operationalisation. 

4 Measuring	  Bartolini's	  four	  dimensions	  
While previous studies have measured certain of Bartolini’s dimensions in an isolated matter, or 

studied them for a small set of case studies jointly, this paper presents preliminary results of a large-

N operationalisation. The goal is to measure competition in 70 democracies (cf. Democracy 

Barometer Database 2013) for the period 1990-2011. Implementing Bartolini’s concept 

pragmatically, we have focused on what we consider the core aspect of each dimension. In the 

present stage, three of the four dimensions are only available for a sub-set of country-elections, and 

we cover democracies in Western Europe and North America most systematically. This section 

explains the operationalisation and presents descriptive results. 

4.1 Contestability	  
Contestability refers to the institutional rules of electoral competition. It covers the mere possibility 

for competitors to access the electoral arena (Strom 1989; Bartolini 1999). Three aspects of the 

electoral system are crucial:  

1) The rules that influence candidates’ and political parties’ access to the electoral ballot - i.e. the 

administrative hurdles. The administrative hurdles are measured through a number of variables 

assessing the hurdles that candidates and political parties face when registering for elections6 (see 

Appendix A).  

                                                
6 See www.democracybarometer.org 
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2) The openness of the electoral system for smaller parties is a further aspect of contestability. It 

includes the effective threshold and the effective chances for small parties to win a seat. The 

effective threshold is calculated as approximately the midway between the threshold of 

representation and the threshold of exclusion. Following (Lijphart 1994b, p.29) the effective 

threshold is defined as: , where m refers to the mean district magnitude (see Appendix 

A for details).  

3) We also consider the de-facto openness of the electoral systems, by studying the chances for 

small parties to win a seat as the reversed vote share of the smallest party in the lower house of 

parliament, and by including a measure of the effective number of parties contesting for votes as 

developed by Laakso & Taagepera (1979).  

Measures are available for 70 democracies, over a period of 22 years (1990-2011)7. A principle 

component factor analysis of these variables reveals two main factors. One, mainly covers the 

effective openness of the system for small parties, while the second consists foremost of the 

administrative hurdles. Figure 1 below illustrates the relationship between the two dimensions of 

contestability. 

Figure 1: Dimensions of contestability 

Notes: Principle component factor analyses of the four variables measuring contestability. One factor includes mainly 
the party variables (effective threshold, effective number of parties, small parties), while the other consists foremost of 
the administrative hurdles. 

                                                
7 Data on the administrative hurdles is only available for 65 countries. For this measure, no time-series 
data is available. 



 10 

4.2 Availability	  
Bartolini's next dimension refers to the extent to which voters are willing to consider alternative 

choices, that is, their availability. In a political system with only unavailable voters, political 

representatives would not need to be responsive to voters. Availability can be measured from a 

voter and a party perspective. Only if voters are available, parties will be responsive to the demands 

of voters (Bartolini 1999, p.461). 

From the voter perspective, availability refers to the electoral decision of every individual voter. 

From a party perspective – or to guarantee the responsiveness of the elected representatives – it is 

not individual voters who count. Elected representatives are only responsive to the sum of all voters. 

Rather than asking which voters they can win with their issue position or with good performance in 

government, they will be interested in how many voters they can reach. 

This paper deals with electoral competition from the perspective of the representatives, and 

therefore, we operationalise availability as a concept addressing the sum of all voters, relying on 

aggregated election results. Hence, we are interested in electoral gains and losses for political 

parties. From this perspective, retrospective (performance-based) availability is much more 

straightforward to analyse than prospective (issue-based) availability. Availability is high, if voters 

will switch away from government parties due to bad political results, and it is low, if voters stick to 

the incumbent at all price. As we measure retrospective availability at the aggregate level, we are 

also able to rely on objective measures of economic and non-economic performance, rather than on 

subjective, survey-induced measures.  

Our operationalisation follows earlier work on retrospective (economic) voting8, which has 

analysed the impact of governmental performance on electoral volatility. However, it is inherent to 

the concept of retrospective availability that successful governments will (and should) be awarded 

with vote gains, and poor governments should be punished at the polls. Our measure of availability 

examines to what degree the governing party (or governing parties) is punished, under equal 

performance. We consider a series of indicators of economic performance, combining aspects of 

economic growth, inflation, unemployment and economic well-being, which resort to two empirical 

dimensions of the economy. To measure non-economic aspects of governmental performance, we 

add an expert evaluation of corruption. We have tested different measures of participation in 

government, and find that parties, which were in government a few months before the elections are 

most likely to be held accountable for the performance of the government.9 From a series of models 

                                                
8 E.g. Powell & Whitten (1993) 
9 Our measure excludes very short-living transitional governments, by measuring the inclusion into 
government 120 days before elections. We compared a number of operationalisations of participation 
in government, distinguishing parties in different ways by the duration of their participation in 
government, and/or the size of parties.  
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measuring the retrospective performance, we selected the one with the highest explanatory power, 

explaining over 20% of the variance. Economic factors are much more important for the 

explanation of electoral swings than non-economic aspects (table 1). 

 

Table 1: Government performance and electoral gains of the governmental parties (OLS 
regression, robust standard errors) 

 b/rse 
corruption (1-year-lag) -0.125 
 (1.332) 
economy 1st dimension (1-year-lag) 5.441(*) 
 (2.995) 
economy 2nd dimension (1-year-lag) 10.037** 
 (2.112) 
constant -11.284** 
 (2.546) 
N 75 
R2 0.208 

 

The measure of availability is a standardised version of the residuals from the OLS estimation. In 

brief, our indicator measures whether at equal economic and non-economic success or failure, 

governments are held more/less accountable by their voters. 

 

Figure 2: Retrospective availability by country 

 
Notes: countries are ranked by their mean retrospective availability. The box contains fifty per cent of the observations, 
where the lower boundary of the box refers to the first quartile, and the upper boundary to the third quartile. The 
horizontal line within the box is the mean of the observations. Outliers are marked by the dots above (or below) the end 
of the whiskers (lines outside the box). The whiskers have a maximum of 1.5 interquartile range. 
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4.3 Decidability	  	  
Decidability is defined as the existence of meaningful differences between the policy offers of the 

various parties in the electoral arena (Bartolini 2000). In order to analyse decidability we restrict 

ourselves to one policy dimension on a single-dimensional axis: the left-right axis. However, 

decidability does not simply depend on the polarization of parties on this left-right axis. Such 

differences are only meaningful if they match with the voters' policy positions. Due to data 

restrictions, we can only study decidability, by assuming that the preferences of voters and party 

positions can both be located on a single dimension, which is equal for all countries. This is the left-

right axis.10 

To approach this idea of decidability we differentiate between two concepts of representation.  

- From a majoritarian perspective decidability is high if the median voter finds its 

equivalent in a viable political party - there is no need to represent extreme positions in 

the parliament. Consequently, we operationalise decidability from a majoritarian view as 

the extent to which political party competition converges at the position of the median 

voter. In order to avoid setting an arbitrary threshold in separating viable from non-viable 

parties, we follow (Alvarez & Nagler 2004), and consider that with increasing vote shares 

parties become increasingly viable to their voters: We propose two measures of 

decidability from a majoritarian perspective. Following (Golder & Stramski 2010) we 

measure decidability first as absolute citizen congruence: , where 

pmv is the position of the mean voter,11 pi is the position of the political parties, and vi 

their vote share.12 Additionally, we operationalise the majoritarian view of decidability as 

relative citizen congruence. In contrast to the operationalisation above, this measure takes 

the dispersion of citizen's preferences into account. It captures the distance of mean of the 

party competition (pmv) from the citizens' most preferred position (MC), considering the 

dispersion of the citizen preferences (see Golder & Stramski 2010, p.93). 

-  From a proportional view, however, decidability is high if every voter finds his or her 

viable equivalent among the political parties. We hence need to look at the proximity or 

similarity of policy positions between political parties and voters. We build on a measure 

proposed by Golder & Stramski (2010) and focus on the congruence between the 

                                                
10 We will, once we have included more young democracies, run additional tests of validity, considering 
that the left-right axis might not be as meaningful in all countries. 
11 For our empirical measures, we use the mean voter instead of the median voter. On discrete scales, 
this allows us to create a more fine-grained measure. 
12  We take the square of the ideological distance, because small deviations might be less relevant than 
large differences between parties' and voters' ideological location, or might be due to measurement or 
rounding errors (left-right positions are measured on a 7 to 12-point-scale.  
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ideological position of the parties and the policy preferences of the citizens. Congruence 

is achieved if political parties represent the same range of positions as the voters, when 

they are located in the same area and if the distribution is similar. Golder & Stramski’s 

(2010) measure fulfils all these requirements, but we apply it to the distribution of votes 

rather than seats1314: , where F1(x) and F2(x) are the 

cumulative distribution functions for the citizens' preferences and weighted party 

positions on the left-right axis, respectively.15 

Citizens' preferences on the left-right axis are measured with the following survey question and 

data from various surveys. A list of all the opinion surveys used for the analyses is provided in the 

appendix:  

In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you place yourself on 

a scale from 0 to 1016 where 0 means the left and 10 means the right? 

Party positions are derived from expert surveys (see Appendix for a detailed list of the expert 

surveys). In order to keep the surveys comparable we used the most general left-right question in 

each survey17: 

We would like to start by asking you to characterize the parties in terms of their broad 

ideological stances on a general left right dimension. On the scale below, 0 indicates 

that a party is at the extreme left of the ideological spectrum, 1018 indicating that it is 

at the extreme right, and 5 means that it is at the centre. Please indicate the location 

                                                
13 We adapt the measure because we are interested in decidability in the electoral arena rather than in 
issue-congruence between voters and representatives. 
14 This conceptualisation relies on certain assumptions. We assume Euclidean single-peaked 
preferences, i.e. all voters will feel that the party which is closest on the left-right axis is their best 
choice, regardless of whether it is located to the political right or the political left of them. (Note that 
there may be other dimensions or valence/viability issues, which matter to them). Furthermore, we 
assume that among the politically relevant parties, voters will rationally vote for their favourite parties, 
or at least that voters who do not vote rationally, and therefore vote for a different party, will cancel 
each other out. We are sceptical whether a parsimonious formula, relying on broadly available data, 
could correct these errors, which we take into account. 
15 We chose the Golder-Stramski indicator over alternative indicators, which are measuring the differences in positions 
between blocs (Grofman & Kline 2012), or measure the spread of political parties on the left-right axis, compared to the 
polarisation of the voters (Alvarez & Nagler 2004). Different from these alternative measures, Golder and Stramski’s 
measure also considers the median location of parties and of voters, i.e. it would indicate a lower decidability, if voters were 
located on one part of the left-right axis, but parties would serve a different position. Needless to say that this relies on the 
(risky) assumption that positions of parties and of voters are measured on the same axis. 
16 Left right positions are measured on different scales, ranging from 7 to 12-point scales. In order to 
make the scales comparable, measures are calculated after standardisation of the left-right-scale to 0 to 
1. 
17 As for the opinion surveys, left right positions are measured on different scales, ranging from 7 to 12-
point scales. In order to make the scales comparable, measures are calculated after standardisation of 
the left-right-scale to 0 to 1. 
18  
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of each party on a general left-right dimension, taking all aspects of party policy into 

account. 

Figure 2, 3, and 4 below show the mean values of decidability per country. For all measures, 

lower scores refer to higher decidability. Figure 2 and 3 illustrate the distribution of 

decidability according to the majoritarian perspective (absolute citizen congruence and relative 

citizen congruence). With this approach, decidability is high if the median voter finds his or her 

equivalent in a viable political party. Unsurprisingly, the United Kingdom as one of the 

prototype of a majoritarian system is among the most decidable party systems. In general, 

however, the differences between countries are rather small and proportional systems are not 

necessarily less decidable from a majoritarian perspective. 

 
Figure 4: Mean decidability, by country - majoritarian view 

 
Notes: countries are ranked by their mean decidability (absolute citizen congruence). The box contains fifty per cent of 
the observations, where the lower boundary of the box refers to the first quartile, and the upper boundary to the third 
quartile. The horizontal line within the box is the mean of the observations. Outliers are marked by the dots above (or 
below) the end of the whiskers (lines outside the box). The whiskers have a maximum of 1.5 interquartile range. 
 
The proportional view of decidability is illustrated in Figure 4. In contrast to the figure above, 

voters in Scandinavian countries – along with Canada19 - have the best chances to find a party 

that fits their preferences, whereas party choice should be quite difficult - low decidability - in 

Lithuania. Compared to figure 2 above, the differences between countries are slightly more 

pronounced. 

                                                
19 In the two surveys, which we use (CSES or WVS), Canadian voters have a strong tendency to 
indicate centrist positions on the left-right axis. This is reflected by a centrist tendency of the party 
system. 
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Figure 5: Mean decidability, by country - relative citizen congruence 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: countries are ranked by their mean decidability (relative citizen congruence). The box contains fifty per cent of 
the observations, where the lower boundary of the box refers to the first quartile, and the upper boundary to the third 
quartile. The horizontal line within the box is the mean of the observations. Outliers are marked by the dots above (or 
below) the end of the whiskers (lines outside the box). The whiskers have a maximum of 1.5 interquartile range. 
 

Figure 6: Mean decidability, by country - proportional view 

  
Notes: countries are ranked by their mean decidability (proportional view). The box contains fifty per cent of the 
observations, where the lower boundary of the box refers to the first quartile, and the upper boundary to the third 
quartile. The horizontal line within the box is the mean of the observations. Outliers are marked by the dots above (or 
below) the end of the whiskers (lines outside the box). The whiskers have a maximum of 1.5 interquartile range. 
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4.4 Vulnerability	  
Incumbents are vulnerable if they only rely on a narrow margin of seats, and if they must expect 

considerable electoral shifts. Closeness of the electoral result does not imply that governments are 

vulnerable – rather what matters is the possibility of losing their majority margin (Bartolini 2000, 

p.54). Henceforth, vulnerability consists of the combination of the incumbent government’s seat 

margin, and the degree of expected electoral change.20 Also, vulnerability is not identical to 

governmental turnover – it is rather the uncertainty of the outcome, which also entails that a 

vulnerable, but well-performing government might survive. We thus measure the expected degree 

of electoral change not with actual electoral volatility, but with the retrospective availability of 

voters. 

In its functional form, our measure of vulnerability attempts to capture the number of excess 

votes of the incumbent governmental coalition, divided by the degree retrospective availability. An 

exact measure of the number of excess votes would need to rely not only on the previous vote share 

of the incumbent (vG), but also on responsiveness of the electoral system and partisan biases (King 

1990). As most of our cases use proportional electoral systems, we approximate the level of votes 

needed based on the number of wasted votes. 

vulnerability = availability / (vG -  (100% - wasted votes)/2) 

Measures of vulnerability are challenging as quite a considerable number of cabinets are no 

minimal winning coalitions (Bartolini 2000). While we might argue that oversized cabinets are per 

se less vulnerable than minimal winning coalitions, as they do not rely on a narrow margin of votes, 

the same cannot be said about minority governments. We might either consider them as not 

vulnerable, as they do not rely on a majority of seats – so they are not vulnerable to lose the 

majority of seats – or as maximally vulnerable, as they need to perform even better than a 50%+1-

government, if they wish to be confirmed in elections. Either of the two options is not very 

satisfactory, as in no less than one third of the 75 elections, for which we can calculate availability 

(a component of vulnerability), minority coalitions are in office. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
20 Bartolini (Bartolini 2000) suggested a measure, which looks at the past electoral volatility for a 
particular party. We believe that retrospective availability captures the volatility aspect of the concept 
better, as it considers how governmental performance contributes to volatility. 
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Figure 7: Distribution of Vulnerability, by country 

 
Notes: countries are ranked by their mean decidability (proportional view). The box contains fifty per cent of the 
observations, where the lower boundary of the box refers to the first quartile, and the upper boundary to the third 
quartile. The horizontal line within the box is the mean of the observations. Outliers are marked by the dots above (or 
below) the end of the whiskers (lines outside the box). The whiskers have a maximum of 1.5 interquartile range. 
 

5 An	  empirical	  application	  of	  concepts	  of	  representation	  and	  
competition	  

How do the four aspects of competition relate to each other? And are they fundamentally different 

from the more narrow way to operationalise competition, which have mainly focused on the size of 

party systems? 

This section investigates the connections between Bartolini's four aspects of electoral 

competition. For 44 elections from 19 countries, our empirical measures cover all four dimensions, 

as defined by Bartolini. But as we suspect that there are underlying dimensions to them, we have 

estimated a first exploratory analysis on those empirical cases. We expect that while each of 

Bartolini's dimensions is theoretically important and necessary for a meaningful electoral 

competition, some of them are conceptually connected to each other. Although the number of 

elections, for which we provide of full data, is currently limited, we find that they relate to two 

preliminary, but significant underlying notions of competition (table 2).  

- The first dimension captures the openness of the access to elections (contestability) and 

whether the electoral competition is meaningful for the positions of the voters on the left-

right axis (decidability). Only the access of new and small competitors to the electoral arena 

allows them to broadly represent the voters' preferences in the issue space. 
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- The second dimension suggests that there is a trade-off between the availability of voters 

and a majoritarian view of decidability. Elections, where the electoral competition conver-

ges around the mean voter, score lower with regards to availability of the voters. This is 

linked to the size of the party system: in the bipartisan case, competition converges around 

the mean voter, but gives voters less possibilities to switch parties, so that they are less 

available.  

 

If we map the resulting empirical dimensions, we find different types of representation, which 

go back to classical distinctions of the proportional and the majoritarian model (Powell, 2000). 

Figure 5 displays both dimensions jointly; one of them covers contestability and the 

proportional view of decidability, while the other covers the availability and the majoritarian 

aspects of decidability. The classical cases can be found on the upper-right, and on the bottom-

left hand side.  

 

Table 2: Exploratory factor analysis (N=44 elections) 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Uniqueness 

 

Contestability +  
decidability 
(proportional) 

Availability 
versus 
decidability 
(majoritarian)  

    
Availability  0.4776 0.7459 
Contestability: effective threshold 0.5811  0.6465 
Contestability. administrative 
hurdles 0.5261  0.7051 
Contestability: small parties 0.5812  0.6493 
Contestability: effective number of 
parties  0.6291 0.6042 
Decidability: distribution 0.4588  0.7893 
Decidability: mean voter- party 
congruence   0.6357 0.5230 
Decidability: relative citizen 
congruence 0.6122  0.6062 
Vulnerability   0.9804 
    
Variance 1.656 1.094  

Only variables with a factor loading >.3 retained, rotated solution. 

Eigenvalues of the non-rotated solutions: 1.744, 1.006. 

 

On the right-hand side, in the upper part, we find the most competitive cases. They are 

polarised, and unstable. This is the proportional-dynamic form of representation, or the competitive 

type. It is prevalent in Latvia, and to a lower degree in the Netherlands and the Scandinavian 

countries: they elect their parliaments by PR with low hurdles, which implies that also small parties 
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enter the parliament. Most voters find a close match to their own preferences on the left-right axis in 

the party system, and these parties are entering parliament, which makes the systems very 

representative. While these countries are less strong with regards to the representation of the mean 

voter, as the party competition is rather polarised, the supply of small parties allows voters also to 

vote retrospectively, so that these cases range high with regards to availability of the voters. 

On the opposite side, we find the majoritarian-stable countries. They are non-polarised, and 

the two parties can rely on rather stable constituencies, so that competition addresses mainly the 

mean voter. In its extreme, the convergence of political parties and the low degree of retrospective 

availability are a situation, which corresponds to Bartolini's notion of collusion:21 

"Cooperation (i.e. collusion) emerges [...] when parties/candidates offer more or less the same 

platform, the chance of holding office is fulfilled only randomly and, therefore, no actor can have 

higher than equal chances of winning." (Bartolini 2000, p.34). 

 The United Kingdom, Ireland, Greece, but also Italy, with its two-bloc party competition, can 

be characterised by a rather small party system, high electoral thresholds, which lead to low 

decidability from a proportional perspective, as parties converge towards the mean voter. Lacking 

sufficient electoral alternatives, availability is rather low in these elections. 

The proportional-stable or the non-polarised proportional type combines very open electoral 

institutions, which result in high decidability, with a stable party competition. This type can be 

found in Germany, Portugal and Austria (lower right-hand side). As the party competition in these 

countries is not polarised, they serve both the proportional view and the majoritarian view of 

competition at the same time. 

The dynamic-majoritarian or majoritarian-polarised type of party competition can be found 

in France (upper left-hand side). Its two-round majoritarian electoral systems and polarised party 

competition creates low decidability on both dimensions, both for the mean voter and for the voters 

at the poles. 

Finally, the second dimension, mapping the majoritarian perspective of decidability and availability, 

reveals a trade-off between the two goals (figure 6). The two indicators correlate negatively with 

each other:22 party systems, which converge toward the mean voter, are rather stable. Therefore, 

these countries score low on retrospective availability (Germany, Austria, Italy and Ireland: bottom-

right in figure 6). Party systems, which maximise availability, instead of majoritarian decidability, 

can be found both with majoritarian (two-round) electoral systems (France) and with proportional 

electoral systems (Scandinavian cases and the Netherlands).  

                                                
21 Although, there might be other cases of collusion, where both the majoritarian and the proportional 
view of decidability is low. 
22 Correlation coefficient: -0.2 
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Figure 8: Contestability and decidability vs. vulnerability and majoritarian view of representation 

 
 
 

 
Figure 9: Decidability (majoritarian view) versus availability. (Decidability reversed.) 
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6 Conclusion	  
The present paper aimed at measuring political competition in a multi-dimensional space. Going 

beyond narrow models of party competition and building on Bartolini's concept of competition and 

collusion we expected two dimensions of competition: a stability and plurality dimension. We 

presented the configuration of party competition in 19 European democracies and 44 elections. The 

preliminary findings suggest that party competition is indeed more than just the number of parties. 

As postulated we could relate the four aspects of competition to two underlying dimensions, and 

four types of competition.  

We found highly competitive, or proportional-dynamic types of competition, such as the 

Scandinavian countries or the Netherlands. Parties in these countries are offering programs for 

almost all voters along the left-right axis, and voters are willing to switch to parties, if there is a 

better option to go for. On the other extreme we located the majoritarian-stable types of 

competition (Greece, UK), which come closest to Bartolini's case of collusion. Not only that not all 

voters find their equivalent party in the parliament, and instead, they compete for the median voter. 

This, in change, is connected to low availability of voters. Other configurations are possible too: in 

the proportional-stable type, polarisation is low, so that parties perform well in terms of 

decidability both from a proportional and from a majoritarian perspective. In the majoritarian-

polarised type, characterised by a two-round majoritarian electoral system, they fulfil neither of the 

two, but voters are highly available.  

As our next step, we will need to refine our measurements. Most particularly, we will discuss 

vulnerability of minority governments more detailed, and evaluate alternative measures, and will 

include individual-level data for the measure of availability (to cover both retrospective and 

prospective availability).  We will introduce tests of reliability and validity, by comparing different 

data sources for the same dimension (decidability), and by assessing the (varying) validity of the 

left-right scale across countries. Last but not least, we aim at considerably extending the analysis by 

completing those dimensions, on which parts of the countries are still lacking, for 70 democracies in 

Europe, the Americas and Oceania. The more complete country sample will allow us to confirm, 

whether the preliminarily found pattern of competition can be generalised more universally. 
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8 Appendices	  

Data	  sources	  

- Expert surveys used (for left-right positions of political parties):  
o (Benoit & Laver 2006; Castles & Mair 1984; Huber & Inglehart 1995; Vowles & 

Xezonakis 2009; Kitschelt 2012; Hunt & Laver 1992): 0-10 Scale 

- Voter surveys used (for left-right positions of voters): 
o Eurobarometer: 1-10 
o Central and Eastern European Barometer: 1-11 Scale 
o World Values Survey: 1-10 Scale 
o American National Election Study: 1-7 Scale 
o Comparative Study of Electoral Systems: 0-10 Scale 
o European Social Survey: 0-10 Scale 
o Latinobarometro: 0-10 Scale 

- Electoral data (votes and seat of political parties at the national level, effective number of 
parties, inclusion into governmental coalitions): WZB (Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin) 

- Electoral volatility (linking political parties across elections): (Mainwaring & Zoco 2007), 
own additions 

- Electoral laws: Democracy Barometer 

- Government performance:  
o Economic variables: World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF)  
o Corruption: Democracy Barometer/International Country Risk Guide 

List	  of	  countries	  and	  elections	  included	  	  
Table A1: List of elections, for which all four dimensions are available 

Country  1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2005 2006 2007 N 
Austria AUT  X X    X   X    4 
Belgium BEL       X       1 
Croatia HRV             X 1 
Denmark DNK  X    X   X  X   4 
Finland FIN   X    X       2 
France FRA X    X         2 
Germany DEU  X    X    X    3 
Greece GRC    X    X      2 
Ireland IRL          X    1 
Italy ITA         X   X  2 
Latvia LVA          X  X  2 
Netherlands NLD  X        X    2 
Norway NOR X    X         2 
Portugal PRT   X    X   X X   4 
Serbia SCG             X 1 
Spain ESP X   X    X      3 
Sweden SWE  X    X    X    3 
Switzerland CHE   X    X       2 
United 
Kingdom GBR     X    X  X   3 
Total Total 3 5 4 2 3 3 5 2 3 7 3 2 2 44 
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Technical	  information	  about	  the	  construction	  of	  indices	  

Contestability 
 
Table A2: Technical information on the construction of administrative hurdles and effective 
threshold 
 
 Operationalisation Sources 

Administrative 
Hurdles 

Mean of reg_parr_part and reg_parr_cand: 
 

o Reg_parr_part = Barriers for the registration of parties: sum of 
Reg_comp, Reg_req_pet, Reg_req_dep, Reg_req_oth (max. 12 points 
possible). 
• Reg_comp: Is registration compulsory for parties to run in elections? 

Categories: 0 = No (for none of the parties); 1 = No, but registration 
gives party advantages (e.g. name of party on ballot paper); 2 = Yes, 
but only for new parties or for parties without candidates in 
preceding elections or without electoral success in preceding 
elections; 3 = Yes, for all parties in every election. 

• Reg_req_pet: Requirements for registration of parties: petition / 
announcement. Categories: 0 = No petition requirements; 1 = 
Petition requirements low (< 1000 signatures) 2 = Petition 
requirements medium (1000-4000 signatures); 3 = Petition 
requirements high ((≥ 4000 signatures). Note: According to 
Bischoff’s (2006) calculation and comparable with the GDP-measure 
(see below Cand_dep): 10 persons are able to collect 200 signatures 
in one week-day: 1000 signatures = 1 week; 4000 signatures = 1 
month; 2400 signatures = ½ year; more than 5000 signatures = 1 
year. 

• Reg_req_dep: Requirements for registration of parties: fees. 
Categories: 0 = No fee required (or only deposit); 1 = Low fees 
required (< 2% of GDP per capita); 2 = Medium fees required (2%-
8% of GDP per capita); 3 = High fees required (≥ 8% of GDP per 
capita). Subtract -1 if requirements for reimbursement are low (< 1% 
of all votes). 

• Reg_req_oth: Requirements for registration of parties: other 
requirements. Categories: 0 = No other requirements; 1 = Low other 
requirements (fixed number of members / supporters but less than 
0.1% of voting age population (Source(s): IDEA Turnout 1995 (or 
nearest year)) OR written statutes OR regional distribution required); 
2 = Medium other requirements (fixed number of 
members/supporters of at least 0.1% of voting age population OR 
two of the three additional requirements listed for category 1 at the 
same time); 3 = High other requirements (fixed number of 
members/supporters of at least 0.5% of voting age population 
OR/AND registration only possible at precise dates [e.g. every 3 
years]). 

o Reg_parr_cand = Barriers for registration of candidates: sum of 
Cand_pet, Cand_dep, Cand_dep_reim (max. 9 points possible). If 
independent candidates are not allowed to run for election, the maximum 
value of 9 (very high barriers) is given (this is the case for Costa Rica 
and South Africa). 
• Cand_pet: Requirements for registration of candidates: petition / 

announcement. Categories: 0 = No petition requirement; 1 = Petition 
requirements low (< 100 signatures OR recommendations of 
members of national parliament OR only party announcement); 2 = 
Petition requirements medium (100-400 signatures); 3 = Petition 
requirements high (> 400 signatures). If different number of 
signatures per district, mean number of signatures is taken. Note: 
According to Bischoff’s (2006) calculation and comparable with the 

(ACE Electoral 
Knowledge 
Network, 2013; 
Bischoff, 2006; 
Bowler, Carter, & 
Farrell, 2003; 
Council of 
Europe, 1998; 
Elklit & 
Reynolds, 2002; 
Hug, 2001; Inter 
Parliamentary 
Union (IPU), 
2012; R. Katz, 
1996; Mozaffar 
& Schedler, 
2002; Tavits, 
2006) 
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GDP-measure (see Cand_dep): 1 person is able to collect 20 
signatures in one weekday: 100 signatures = 1 week; 400 signatures 
= 1 month.  

• Cand_dep: Requirements for registration of candidates: deposit. 
Categories: 0 = No deposit required; 1 = Low deposit required (< 2% 
of GDP per capita); 2 = Medium deposit required (2%-8% of GDP 
per capita); 3 = High deposit required (≥ 8% of GDP per capita). If 
deposit must be paid per list (not per candidate), the fee is divided by 
10. 

• Cand_dep_reim: Is the deposit refundable? Categories: 0 = No deposit 
required; 1 = Low requirements for reimbursement (< 5% of votes); 
2 = High requirements for reimbursement (≥ 5% of valid votes); 3 = 
Non-refundable deposit. 

Effective 
Threshold 

Effective threshold calculated as approximately the midway between the 
threshold of representation (the lowest level of support with which a party could 
win a seat under the most favourable conditions) and the threshold of exclusion 
(the highest level of support with which a party could fail to win a seat under 
the most unfavourable conditions). Calculated according to Lijphart's formula: 
Teff= 75%/(M+1). We consider only theoretical information and NOT results 
from elections. The indicator was reversed by subtracting the effective 
threshold from 100 (lower effective thresholds receive higher values). If the 
legal threshold in proportional systems and mixed compensatory systems, 
respectively, exceeds the effective threshold, the legal threshold becomes the 
effective threshold. 
Mixed non-compensatory systems with legal thresholds were calculated 
separately by taking the legal threshold of the PR tier into account. 
Teff=75%/((((75%/Tleg)+SPR)+(MSSD+SSSD) +1)/Sall). 
 
The mean district magnitude is calculated as the average number of 
parliamentary seats per electoral district. 
Different formulas were applied in different systems: (I) Proportional or 
majoritarian systems: mean district magnitude; (II) mixed systems, non-
compensatory: (MPR * SPR + Mssd * Sssd) / (SPR+ Sssd), where M indicates the 
number of seats per electoral district (PR vs. SSD) and S describes the size of 
the respective districts; (III) mixed systems, compensatory: whole country is 
counted as one district; (IV) Hungary: ((MPR * SPR)+ (176+58)^2)/(SPR+ Sssd). 

(Keefer 2009; 
Inter 
Parliamentary 
Union (IPU) 
2012; ACE 
Electoral 
Knowledge 
Network 2013; 
Katz 2006; Katz 
2001; Nohlen 
2004; Nohlen 
2005; Nohlen et 
al. 2001; Nohlen 
et al. 1999) 

 

Availability 
To measure the economic performance, we have considered a number of indicators commonly 

employed in the literature on retrospective economic voting, which however are closely related. We 

have performed an exploratory factor analysis, in order to determine the two dominant dimensions 

within this data.  

Unemployment rates fit neither with the dimension of GDP/inflation, nor with the growth 

dimension, so that we have included it separately in the retrospective voting model. It does, 

however, not add to the explanatory power of the models. 

We tested a variety of different models with lagged and unlagged variables, with interaction 

terms and chose the one with the highest explanatory power.  
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Table A2: Exploratory factor analysis for a series of indicators of retrospective economic voting.  

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Uniqueness 
 GDP/Inflation Growth  
Unemployment rate (log)   0.93 
GDP growth annual  0.9806 0.03 
Inflation of consumer prices -0.4699  0.76 
GNP per capita PPP (log) 0.9944  0.01 
GDP per capita current prices 
(log) 0.9758  0.04 
GDP per capita PPP (constant 
2005) (log) 0.994  0.01 
GDP per capita growth  0.9807 0.04 
    
Variance 3.230 1.959  

Only loadings >0.3 retained. Rotated solution. 
 

Decidability 

- Coding of party alliances: In electoral data, party alliances are often coded as one party, 

while expert surveys rate each of the participating parties separately. In order to match the 

expert ratings with the parties' electoral performance we aggregated the expert rating to the 

level of party alliance, or, if possible, separated the party families into the constituting 

parties. 

- Handling of missing values: as is evident from the sources, we do not have expert surveys 

for every year, country and/or party under study. We replaced missing years with the closest 

expert survey in the sample, unless it differed by more than 3 years. Countries for which we 

had no expert survey on the policy positions of parties were excluded from the sample. 

Single missing parties were excluded from the analysis, but countries were only included 

into the analysis if the vote share of included parties for a given year exceeded 0.8. 

Vulnerability 

- Regarding the measurement of minority governments we had to decide whether minority 

governments are completely vulnerable or completely invulnerable. Both options are not 

entirely satisfying, but we decided to code them as completely vulnerable. We tested 

different ways of handling minority government (code them as invulnerable, delete them 

from the sample), but the dimension vulnerability did still not load on one of the 

dimensions. 

 


