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1

The Election Reform
Imperative

Larry Diamond, Edward B. Foley,
and Richard H. Pildes

Scholars, journalists, and the American people broadly agree that
American democracy is in difficulty, if not grave danger. Recent sur-
veys consistently find that 50 to 60 percent of Americans are not satis-
fied with the way democracy is working in the United States. And they
think the problem is systemic.! In a 2021 Pew survey, a stunning 85 per-
cent of Americans said the US political system either needs “major
changes” or must be “completely reformed”; 58 percent of adults who
reported wanting substantial reforms said “they are not confident the
system can change.”” These figures were among the highest of all
advanced industrial democracies surveyed in 2021.° In 2022, Ameri-
cans’ confidence in their national government was the lowest among
citizens of G7 democracies (31 percent),* about the level of Nigeria and
Venezuela.’ And early that same year, a Quinnipiac poll found that sub-
stantial majorities of both Democrats and Republicans believed “the
nation’s democracy is in danger of collapse.”®

One result—or at least correlate—of declining public satisfaction
with the way democracy is working in the United States is that Amer-
icans’ support for the specific institutions and norms of democracy
also is declining. Some studies find a generational erosion in support
for democracy as a form of government, with “more supportive older
generations being replaced by less supportive younger ones.”” This
pattern of erosion may have started decades ago, but it seems to have
accelerated more recently. According to a recent survey of the Democ-
racy Fund’s Voter Study Group, comprised of scholars and analysts
focused on public sentiment, few Americans show a consistent com-
mitment to democracy.?



2 Larry Dlamond, Edward B. Foley, and Richard H. Pildes

A major driver of America’s democratic distemper is deepening par-
tisan polarization. Over the past three decades, the American public and,
even more so, the Congress have become increasingly polarized on par-
tisan and ideological lines. Part of this stems from a political realign-
ment that has sorted most right-of-center voters into the Republican
camp and most left-of-center voters into the Democratic camp, with
very little ideological overlap between them.’ But the problem is not
simply that Democrats and Republicans are further apart in their beliefs.
It is that they are also much more likely to hold extremely unfavorable
views of the other party and even to regard it as an existential threat to
the country’s well-being.!® This is known as “affective polarization,”
which reflects “the extent to which citizens feel more negatively toward
other parties than toward their own.”!" That emotional gap, as measured
on a 100-point “thermometer” scale, has doubled over forty years—
from 27 points in 1978 to 56 points in 2020.!> Between 1994 and 2022,
the share of Democrats with an unfavorable view of Republicans more
than tripled (from 17 to 54 percent), as did the share of Republicans
with an unfavorable view of Democrats (from 21 to 64 percent).!® In
recent years, this rise in partisan animosity has corresponded with a
sharp increase in the percentage of voters who see members of the other
party as immoral.'

One reason for this is that intense partisans of each party “hold
major misbeliefs about the other party’s preferences that lead them to
think there is far less shared policy belief.”!> Some of these mispercep-
tions no doubt reflect the exaggerated messaging and sense of fear and
dread that are promoted daily on social media. But the polarization
process has been going on at least since the mid-1990s, with the rise of
“shock radio” and cable TV news. And while some other advanced
industrial democracies have experienced a mounting emotive polariza-
tion of politics, the United States stands alone in the scale of impact.
Among twelve advanced democracies (the United States, Canada, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Japan, and seven European countries), “the U.S.
experienced the most rapid growth in affective polarization” over the
four decades ending in 2020.'°

Americans are also reacting to the fact that the Congress has
become increasingly polarized and dysfunctional. The voting patterns of
the two major parties have become ever more ideologically polarized in
both the House and Senate, a process that began around 1980 and has
accelerated ever since. While part of this stems from the decampment of
southern Democrats to the Republican Party, the biggest factor has been
the growing shift to the right in average Republican voting patterns in
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Congress.!” There is now essentially no ideological overlap in voting
patterns between the least conservative Republican and the least liberal
Democrat in either house of Congress.

Intense polarization threatens democracy for several reasons. First, it
makes governing more difficult. Particularly in a country with bicamer-
alism and the separation of powers, it is harder to forge the minimum
consensus needed to pass legislation and implement policies when repre-
sentatives of the two parties—and behind them, their most vocal support-
ers—are so far apart in their views and policy preferences. A wide emo-
tional gap between the parties—with each viewing the other as a mortal
threat to the nation’s future—makes cooperation more difficult still.

Second, intense polarization makes it more difficult to sustain poli-
cies over time. Even if a temporary majority can adopt a certain policy,
the next administration or the next Congress may seek to repeal it. It is
difficult to govern when policy lurches from one strongly defined posi-
tion to another in a short period. Both markets and social actors need
some degree of stability and predictability to function well.

Third, opposing political parties that take an extremely dim view of
one another also harbor mutual distrust. And that may lead their parti-
sans to reject the results of an election out of a belief—and an underly-
ing readiness to believe, in a context where the opposition party is
essentially seen as evil—that electoral defeat could only have been pro-
duced by fraud or manipulation of the rules.

Finally, if both parties view the other as an existential threat to their
values, they will be more inclined to do whatever is necessary to keep
that party from coming to power or from exercising power effectively. In
such a scenario, adherence to the rules breaks down and politics becomes
political warfare, a naked struggle for dominance. That, in turn, leads to
the kind of violence and insurgency witnessed on January 6.

Political extremism is thus both a handmaiden and a key driver of
political polarization. We use the word “extremism” here, and through-
out this book, in two senses. As Seymour Martin Lipset and Earl Raab
put it in their classic The Politics of Unreason: Right-Wing Extremism
in America, 1790—1977, there is “extremism as a generalized measure
of deviance from the political norm; and extremism as a specific ten-
dency to violate democratic procedures.”!® In this volume, substantively
and in the literal sense of the term, we use extremism to refer to politi-
cal actors who are located at extreme ends of the ideological spectrum.
Extremists are those whose ideologies and policy preferences place
them on the far right or far left of the political continuum, making com-
promise with them difficult. But we also use extremism in a behavioral
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sense to refer to political actors who are willing to act in extreme, or
what Lipset and Raab called “politically repressive,” ways to acquire or
wield political power. For political extremists, the outcome of political
conflict is more important than adhering to democratic methods. That
risks grave danger to democracy, of which the January 6 assault on the
Capitol was one manifestation.

Dating all the way back to Aristotle, scholars of democracy have
worried about the threat that extremism and polarization pose to democ-
racy. This has led to a long-standing prominent scholarly and philo-
sophical tradition arguing for the importance of a “culture of modera-
tion, accommodation, cooperation, and bargaining among political
elites,” so that laws can be made, budgets passed, and governing done
even when there are sharp differences among opposing parties.!® These
elements of political culture are necessary to solve a fundamental
dilemma intrinsic to democracy. Democracy is about competition
among parties, interests, and policy preferences. If there were no clear
differences or competing interests expressed in politics, democracy
would become unnecessary, vacuous, and lifeless. But if conflict
becomes too intense and existential, it is difficult to contain within con-
stitutional boundaries. Hence, for democracy to be sustainable over
time, citizens must commit to pluralism by accepting the legitimacy of
and need for “coexistence” among diverse “political entities, ethnic
groups, [and] ideas.”?

This commitment is bound up with other critical democratic norms:
mutual trust, tolerance of opposing beliefs and positions, pragmatism,
and a willingness to compromise—as well as an underlying commit-
ment to democracy and its specific constitutional rules.?! With mutual
tolerance—the acceptance by competing parties of one another as
“legitimate rivals”—must go “forbearance, or the idea that politicians
should exercise restraint in deploying their institutional prerogatives,”
write Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt.?> These two norms, they
argue, have constituted “the guardrails of American democracy” for
most of the twentieth century. But what happens when those guardrails
weaken, as they have been doing in the twenty-first?

If major changes in underlying forces—in the economy, social
relations, globalization, media, technology, and so forth—erode the
cultural guardrails of democracy, then it falls to political institutions
to fortify them. If norms are no longer sufficient to contain polariza-
tion and discourage extremism in politics, then we must examine
whether and how institutional designs can generate incentives for
moderation or at least a willingness to compromise—by making get-



The Election Reform Imperative 5

ting elected harder for factional candidates (who are more likely to be
extremists, in both senses of the term) and easier for politicians whom
a majority of the general electorate support. If the institutional arrange-
ments of our democracy—for example, the way we elect our legislators
and president—worked so well for so many decades, why do we need
to change them now? The answer, many argue, and which we explore
in this book, is that the old rules are operating in a new political and
social context. What worked passably well for many decades, and
indeed for most periods since the American founding, may no longer
be suitable for our intensely polarizing times.

The Focus of This Book

This book is the product of a task force that was formed in the aftermath
of the January 6, 2021, attack at the Capitol aimed at disrupting the
counting of votes in the 2020 presidential election. The purpose of the
task force was to consider possible institutional reforms to elections in
the United States that would diminish extremism and polarization and
hence the potential for future existential threats to American democracy.
The guiding premise of the task force has been that the current institu-
tional rules enable politically extreme actors to achieve electoral success
to a greater degree than voters harbor extremist views. In other words,
the current system enhances rather than reduces the voice and power of
extreme candidates and factions. And this also makes our politics and
governing institutions more polarized and less amenable to compromise.
Our goal has been to identify reforms that could reverse the overrepre-
sentation of extremists and ease polarization. The task force consisted
of thirty-one political scientists, law professors, and other scholars,
whose names are listed at the end of the acknowledgements.

Our focus in this book is on a limited set of potential reforms to sev-
eral key elements of the democratic system of the United States: our
method for electing representatives and state executive offices, the system
of primary elections by which we choose candidates for the general elec-
tion ballot, the presidential nominations process, and campaign finance.

First, we examine the way that legislators—principally, members of
Congress and state legislatures—are elected in the United States. As we
explain later in this chapter, the United States is now among a minority
of democracies in the world that continue to use the simple plurality
method of “first past the post” (FPTP), in which legislators are elected
from single-member districts and (in most states) whoever gets the
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plurality of votes wins. Then we consider (in Chapters 2 and 3) two major
alternatives to the current system of “first past the post”: various forms of
ranked-choice voting (RCV) that enable voters to indicate their prefer-
ences among candidates, with the victor required to win a majority of
votes, and multimember districts using proportional representation (PR).
Chapter 4 offers a skeptical view of PR, while Chapter 5 analyzes alter-
natives to the current system of nominating candidates in party primary
elections, a system that has become popular in many democracies over
the last century but which the United States has implemented to an
unusual degree. Chapter 6 examines the unique system used in the United
States to nominate major-party presidential candidates. And Chapter 7
takes up the issue that has most vexed American political reformers in
recent decades: campaign finance.

We will return to these themes shortly, but first we want to address
questions we anticipate many readers will have about what we left out.
Initially, we had planned to examine the process of redrawing congres-
sional and state legislative districts and the common historical practice
of gerrymandering, in which state legislatures draw districts in such a
manner as to maximize the number of seats their party can win (while
also maximizing their own personal chances of reelection). Like most
other scholars of democracy, the members of our task force generally
consider gerrymandering to be a sordid practice that does not serve the
interests of democracy. It is not so much the shape of the resulting dis-
tricts (which can be shamelessly stretched and squeezed to meet politi-
cal objectives) that reformers object to as it is the outcome, which often
violates democratic principles in two senses. First, it artificially con-
strains competition by giving incumbents of the party controlling the
process “safe” districts that the other party has little to no chance of
winning. (Districts often lean heavily toward one party or the other for
reasons of geographic sorting, but gerrymandering carries this natural
bias to an extreme and, perversely, also gives the opposing party safe
districts, since it packs as many of their supporters into as few districts
as possible). And second, where one party is firmly in control of a
state’s redistricting process, it typically draws boundaries in a grossly
unfair manner, so that it can expect to win a much larger share of seats
(in the state legislature and for the state’s congressional delegation) than
its share of the vote.

Ultimately, however, we decided not to examine legislative district-
ing because the process, which takes place at the start of each decade
after the decennial census, was already nearing completion just as our
task force was organizing its work. This meant that it would be eight
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years before our recommendations could inform the next round of redis-
tricting. In addition, even if the problems of gerrymandering were
solved, the problems of polarization and extremism would persist. Elec-
tions for statewide offices, such as governor and US senator, are not
subject to redistricting and thus cannot be gerrymandered, and yet they
too are afflicted by polarization and extremism. The US Senate, like the
US House, has become noticeably more polarized in recent years. Espe-
cially among Republicans, less extreme incumbents (such as former
Ohio senator Rob Portman) are being replaced by more extreme office-
holders (such as J. D. Vance, who succeeded Portman in the Senate and
at the time of this writing was former president Donald Trump’s running
mate), even when the seat is occupied by someone nominally of the
same party. For these reasons, our task force embraced the goal of con-
sidering potential remedies for the increasing problem of extremism
other than redistricting reform.

Readers may also have hoped we would address possible reforms to
the Electoral College or the structure of the US Senate. Among the
world’s democracies with popularly elected executive presidents, the
United States is utterly unique in its method of choosing the president
not by a direct popular vote but through the indirect method of an elec-
toral college. The Senate, meanwhile, is the most undemocratically
structured legislative chamber of any among modern democracies. But
given the constitutionally embedded nature of these institutions, we
leave to others more extended critiques and analyses of them.

Reforming the Electoral System

All democracies face a systemic challenge: How do they translate votes
for parties and candidates into the election of officeholders, including
allocation of seats in a legislature? Americans take this challenge for
granted because, from the beginning, members of Congress were chosen
by the simple and intuitive method of “first past the post” in single-
member districts, as legislators were in all former British colonies. In
the classic British (and, for the most part, American) version of this
method, whoever wins the most votes in a single-member district is
elected, even if they fall short of a majority. Hence this system is known
as the “single-member-district, plurality” (SMDP) method.

But this is just one of many potential ways of electing a legislature,
and even a single seat (whether for the legislature or the executive) can
be elected by methods other than a first-past-the-post plurality. Indeed,
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in some states at the time of the nation’s founding (especially in New
England), winning an election required a majority, not just a plurality,
of votes and thus necessitated some sort of runoff procedure if no can-
didate received a majority. Moreover, the implications of this system for
political polarization and extremism may change over time with social
circumstances and with the method used by parties to nominate candi-
dates for the general election. Thus, we give considerable attention in
this volume to the interaction between general election systems and the
structure of primary elections (the principal focus of Chapter 5). There
is no one obvious and perfect answer to the question of which electoral
system is best and, we would argue, no universal answer that is best for
all societies. Indeed, as one of us (Edward B. Foley) argues in the next
chapter, there is a strong case to be made for experimentation among
US states to find the best methods for countering rising political
extremism, given states’ diverse political and social profiles. One of our
purposes in this volume is to present a menu of reform options from
which states might choose.

No electoral system translates the individual preferences of voters
into a collective choice in a purely passive and neutral way,? although
an electoral system can produce results more or less aligned with the
collective preferences of the electorate.?* Thus, it is necessary to con-
sider what democratic aims or values an electoral system seeks to
advance and to recognize the inevitable trade-offs involved. Prominent
among the goals of any democratic electoral system is to enable an
expression of the public will, in at least two senses. First, who should be
given the responsibility for governing? And second, how can govern-
ing officials and legislative representatives be held accountable for their
decisions and actions? Another consideration that has figured in debates
over electoral system design is “governability”—what electoral system
offers the best prospect of producing a government that can rule effec-
tively, by virtue of enjoying broad majority support, political legiti-
macy, and durability (so it can survive until the next election). A prin-
ciple strongly related to majority support is discouraging extremism, or
extreme factionalism. This has been a core concern of our project. By
this logic, a government can be more effective if it does not veer too far
programmatically from the preferences of the median voter.

These principles of governability may complement or be in tension
with the goal of fairness. To what extent does an electoral system pro-
duce outcomes that are viewed by citizens as a fair and accurate expres-
sion of the preferences they register at the ballot box? One measure of
fairness is proportionality, for example, with regard to the representa-
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tion of parties in parliament. If electoral districts are drawn in fair and
neutral fashion, FPTP electoral systems may often give each political
party a share of legislative seats reasonably close to its respective share
of the vote. But this is not always the case. Distortions can arise in
either direction, with parties winning a much smaller share of seats than
their vote share, or vice versa. To the extent that proportionality is the
value that system designers most wish to elevate, the natural method for
doing so is proportional representation. PR systems are designed to give
each party a share of seats in parliament proportional to their share of
the vote (after they clear an electoral threshold at the district level, the
national level, or both). But PR systems vary considerably in design and
in their degree of proportionality, with significant implications for the
competing values of electoral system design.

However, proportionality is only one metric of fairness. Within the
context of a single-member-district system, some may view the para-
mount principle of fairness as electing the candidate who would defeat
all others in head-to-head contests. As Foley explores in depth in the
next chapter, this robust victor is known as the “Condorcet winner,”
named for French Enlightenment scholar the Marquis de Condorcet,
who pioneered the idea. Not every single-mandate election among mul-
tiple candidates produces a “Condorcet winner,” but most do, and even
when they do not, systems can be designed to elect the candidate who
comes closest to meeting that standard of victory. The Condorcet win-
ner is the candidate who is most broadly acceptable to the electorate, or,
put differently, the one who is least obnoxious to the largest number of
voters. Thus, advocates of Condorcet-compliant systems argue they are
most likely to make it difficult for extremists (by either definition of the
term) to get elected.

Yet we can imagine a third principle of fairness that might be
invoked: transparency. To what extent does the electoral system trans-
late individual votes into a collective decision that voters can under-
stand and accept? One value of SMDP is its utter simplicity—whoever
gets the most votes wins—although this simplicity comes at the price
of confusion, as most citizens mistakenly think that a majority (rather
than a plurality) is necessary to win. As we add on layers of complex-
ity, with ranked ballots, vote transfers, multiple seats in a district,
multiple ballots cast by voters, or even multiple ways of voting for the
same candidate (on different party lines, as with fusion voting), things
get more complicated, and the system demands more of voters cogni-
tively. It is not impossible for voters to learn and understand these
more complex systems, but it requires time and educational effort.
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And in highly polarized circumstances where trust in electoral admin-
istration may be in question, there is a price to be paid if the process
by which a winner is determined cannot easily be explained to voters.
This question of “accessibility” of the electoral method to the average
voter is considered by Foley in the next chapter.

One need not tread far into the debate to see how different values
may collide in the choice of electoral systems. To the extent that politi-
cal accountability is a prime goal, this may be difficult to achieve in PR
systems, because, as Richard Pildes notes in Chapter 4, PR systems give
rise to multiple political parties (and the more proportional the system,
the greater the number of parties it elects to a legislature). When multi-
ple parties compete, it may be difficult to determine in advance how
they will form governing coalitions after the election. Thus, even if a
voter wants to punish one or more governing parties for poor perform-
ance by voting for an alternative, that alternative party may still form a
coalition with the party the voter wishes to punish. The more propor-
tional the system, and hence the higher the number of political parties,
the more difficult electoral accountability may become, as the prolifer-
ation of parties makes predicting the precise shape of an alternative
governing coalition harder and harder.

Geographical representation is a separate value that electoral sys-
tems may wish to elevate. Citizens want representation not only as mem-
bers of a political party (or an identity group closely tied to a party) but
as residents of a physical place that has distinctive needs and interests.
The smaller the district in population size, the better the prospect that its
residents can have their place-based interests represented and that they
can hold their legislators accountable for the job they do in representing
and protecting their constituents. Mathematically, this value is intrinsi-
cally at odds with the value of proportionality. The larger the district (up
to the theoretical maximum of the entire country constituting a single
electoral district, as in the Netherlands and Israel), the more proportional
the system can be. But if legislators represent districts with many mem-
bers (say, ten or more, or even half that), and hence a large population,
their ties of accountability and access with citizens become diluted, and
it may be very hard for constituents to identify a single legislator who
specifically represents them. Even in a multimember district of three to
five members, constituents will likely find it much more difficult and
confusing to get their elected representatives to be accessible, support-
ive, responsive, and accountable than they would if their district were
represented by a single member, as is now the case in the US House of
Representatives and most state legislatures.
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As Pildes notes in Chapter 4, the goal of proportionality is also in
tension with that of government durability. PR tends to produce parlia-
ments of multiple political parties; even “moderate” systems of PR (with
design barriers to the proliferation of parties), such as Germany’s sys-
tem, may feature five or more parties with significant shares of parlia-
mentary seats, and more proportional systems feature many more. Even
though it is relatively small, with only 150 seats, the Dutch parliament
now hosts fifteen parties, and the current coalition government is com-
posed of four parties. In general, the more parties it takes to form a coali-
tion government, the shorter its lifespan and the greater its difficulty in
governing may be. That is not as serious a problem for a presidential sys-
tem like the one in the United States, which gives a single executive the
power to form a government for a fixed term, but some scholars worry
about the possible difficulty of assembling legislative majorities in the
House of Representatives if that body were composed, as it surely would
be under a PR system, of multiple political parties.

However, advocates of PR for the United States argue, as Lee Drut-
man does in Chapter 3, that it has become increasingly difficult under
the current highly polarized two-party system to legislate and govern
when a single political party does not enjoy the “trifecta” of control of
both houses of Congress and the White House. Perhaps counterintu-
itively, these advocates argue that PR would reduce political polariza-
tion in the United States via three mechanisms. First, they maintain that
breaking up the polarized solidarities of the two existing political par-
ties would free up moderates from both to join with other parties in new
and shifting coalitions to pass legislation. Second, they envision that
under a proportional system, different types of political issues would
become salient. In other words, politics would become “multidimen-
sional” rather than reducing everything to a single broad left-right
dimension that always pits the same two parties against each other.
Electing more parties to the House of Representatives would also, they
argue, reduce affective polarization by unhitching American politics
from its current “us-versus-them” bifurcation into Republicans and
Democrats. With multiple political parties emphasizing different kinds
of issues, the system would be less likely to reproduce the same level of
animosity between parties. And third, they expect that PR would free
extremists on the left and right to assemble into distinct (and smaller)
parties, which could then more easily be marginalized from a role in
governing. This “cordon sanitaire” approach would either leave these
smaller extremist parties to complain on the sidelines or induce them to
moderate as the price for participating in a legislative coalition.
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As practiced in European parliamentary democracies, however, PR
has had its share of difficulties, including protracted negotiations to
form governments and rising support for extreme parties (as noted in
Chapter 4). Moreover, PR has rarely been used to elect legislatures in
presidential systems like the US system, and its record of performance
in Brazil’s presidential democracy does not offer compelling reassur-
ance of its governing value. In cautioning against PR, Pildes maintains
that with five or six ideologically diverse parties in the House, passing
legislation would become even more difficult.

Reformers (and defenders of the current system) must ask the fol-
lowing core questions: What goals do we want to prioritize? What
trade-offs are we willing to tolerate? And how do different elements of
the electoral system interact with one another?

Although the first-past-the-post system still has strong defenders in
the United States who tout it as simple, transparent, and familiar to all
Americans, it has long ceased to be the global norm. With a long
provenance in England, which has used the system to elect members to
the House of Commons since the Middle Ages, it then spread to the
British colonies: the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
and many others that still use the method to elect their parliaments,
including India, Jamaica, Kenya, and Nigeria.>> Most European democ-
racies use some form of PR, and some countries in the last century
have either introduced a partial system of PR alongside single-mem-
ber-district FPTP seats (creating a “mixed” or “two-tier” system) or
switched entirely to PR. Australia uses ranked-choice voting (what it
calls “preferential voting”) to select its lower house of parliament.
Some countries that elect presidents use FPTP for this purpose, but
most presidential elections globally use a runoff system if no candidate
wins a first-ballot majority, while Ireland uses RCV to choose its
(largely ceremonial) president.

Among reformers today who seek to reduce political polarization
and extremism in the United States, RCV is the most popular electoral
reform that has been adopted so far. It has been implemented in its con-
ventional form (instant-runoff voting [IRV]) in Maine and with the pair-
ing of primary election reform in Alaska (the “top-four” model). The
attraction of RCV for reformers is that it requires candidates to appeal
more broadly to the entire electorate, because general election candi-
dates must win a majority of the vote to be elected. But the efficacy of
RCYV in this respect is dependent on the particular form of RCV used
as well as the degree to which the electorate is polarized. Under the
most common rule for ranked elections, if no candidate wins a majority,
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the one with the lowest number of first-place votes is eliminated, and in
an “instant runoff,” those votes are rerouted to the second-choice can-
didate marked on the ballots that ranked the eliminated candidate first.
The process of runoff and elimination continues until someone wins a
majority of the vote.

There are strong intuitive grounds to expect that RCV will both
make it more difficult for politically extreme candidates to win and
reduce political polarization. Once voters are free to rank their prefer-
ences rather than vote for a single candidate, they can rank an inde-
pendent or third-party candidate first without wasting their vote. Such
a candidate (possibly coming from the middle of the political spectrum)
might even be poised to win if one or both parties nominate extreme
candidates. But Foley shows that if the electorate (in a state, for exam-
ple) is largely “bimodally” distributed in its preferences (that is, mainly
divided into two politically polarized camps), the final round of IRV is
still likely to reduce to a bare-knuckles contest between the polarized
options, leaving out the middle-of-the-road candidate. To better combat
extremism and polarization, he argues in Chapter 2 for a counting rule
that elects the Condorcet winner.

Foley’s simulations offer a deep analytic dive into how RCV
might work in different electoral contexts in the United States. In its
two most high-profile applications, in Maine and Alaska, RCV worked
about as intended by returning to office the two most moderate
Republican senators, Susan Collins of Maine and Lisa Murkowski of
Alaska, while also enabling (in its first application in 2018) a moder-
ate Democratic challenger in Maine, Jared Golden, to defeat a Repub-
lican incumbent, Representative Bruce Poliquin, who was much fur-
ther from the political center.?¢

Where elections are for inherently single-member seats—for state
executive offices, such as governor or attorney general, or for the US
Senate—the principal reform option is some form of ranked voting. But
where the issue is the method for electing an entire state legislature (or
city council or Congress), there is no inherent reason why elections
must be in single-member districts, and indeed the Constitution is silent
on the matter. In 1967, Congress banned multimember districts for the
US House (to ensure that states would not use the method to create
statewide at-large districts that would make it difficult for racial minori-
ties to be elected). However, states and municipalities remain free to use
PR in multimember districts to elect their assemblies, and Congress
could pass a new law on elections for the House, either allowing states
the option of using PR in multimember districts or mandating it. It is
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also possible to achieve a version of PR with single-member districts
using a “self-districting” system, in which voters first choose which
constituency they wish to join for electoral purposes and then elect a
single representative for their self-selected constituency.?’

A bill that has periodically been introduced in Congress by Repre-
sentative Donald Beyer, the Fair Representation Act, would require that
(1) all states with six or more House members establish multimember
districts of three to five members; (2) states with two to five House
members elect them at large in a single statewide district; and (3) states
use a form of PR that builds on the ranked-choice model to elect these
members. (The bill also mandates that states use RCV to elect their sen-
ators.)’® As Drutman explores in Chapter 3, this is a “moderate” form of
PR. The relatively small size of the electoral districts means that parties
would have to win at least 17 percent of the vote to gain any seats; thus,
extremely small splinter parties would not win enough votes to qualify
for a seat in a five-member district.?” This is appealing to many reform-
ers because, by creating a multiparty system of something like five par-
ties, it would break what Drutman calls the “doom loop” of polarization
into two warring political camps. In the positive view of proponents,
political parties would find new ways to pass legislation through shifting
coalitions, and legislators who now fear defying rigid party orthodoxy
would be free to join a different party and to cooperate and compromise
more frequently. The House would be more reflective of American soci-
ety because it would include moderate Democrats from very Republican
states and moderate Republicans from very liberal states, perhaps
grouped into new political parties. Another appealing feature of this sys-
tem is that it would essentially end gerrymandering, because as districts
become larger (even up to a few members), it becomes much harder to
“game” redistricting for comparative advantage. And it would greatly
reduce the unfairness of a party winning a much larger share of US
House seats than its share of the popular vote.

But as Pildes and his colleagues argue in Chapter 4, there are seri-
ous possible downsides to this system that must be considered as well.
We can do projections of what electoral outcomes might look like in
different states if they were broken up into three-, five-, or even up to
ten-member districts. But these are, of course, speculative. We cannot
be sure what kinds of parties would form—and win—in such scenarios.
We can speculate as to how the House of Representatives might func-
tion with five or six (or more) parties, but what if one or more of these
parties were not just politically extreme but openly antidemocratic and
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obstructionist? Numerous reformers believe that extremism in this form
has already overtaken one of the two political parties, and they favor PR
in part for this reason. But the truth is that we do not know how the sys-
tem would function and how a president would govern if his or her
party controlled only 30 percent of the seats in the House.?® These con-
cerns lead some analysts (including a few who participated in the draft-
ing of Chapter 3) to urge caution, recommending no more than gradual
experimentation with PR at the state level. And they lead some mem-
bers of our task force to worry that PR could make the US House more
polarized as parties of the Far Left and Far Right seek to pull members
and voters to the extremes in a dynamic of outbidding that Italian polit-
ical scientist Giovanni Sartori termed “polarized pluralism.”! In such a
scenario—which would be plausible if PR did generate something like
six parties in the House with enough members to figure in bargaining
over coalitions—the danger is that extreme or antisystem parties might
not be marginalized but might instead drive a process that Sartori called
“the enfeeblement of the center, a persistent loss of votes to one of the
extreme ends (or even to both).”*?

Primary Elections

In the United States today, the system used to elect winning candidates
in November interacts with the system that is used to nominate candi-
dates in the months preceding the general election, the primary elec-
tions. In the nineteenth century, party machines nominated candidates
through the opaque decisions of their bosses or through state or national
conventions of party activists. During the twentieth century, this system
was replaced with the state-mandated direct primary, in which voters
chose the parties’ nominees in primary elections. Opening up the party
nomination process to the free competition of candidates in a primary
election ostensibly represented a big breakthrough for democracy at the
time. But increasingly critics have charged (and many politicians have
privately lamented) that party primaries have imposed an ideological
and partisan purity test that requires officeholders to vote and govern
in a more ideologically polarized and politically uncompromising fash-
ion than they would prefer. In other words, to appeal to the party faith-
ful in primaries and to ward off challenges by more extreme candidates,
politicians have been forced to become less moderate and flexible than
they would otherwise be.
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There are four potential responses to this dilemma. One is to do
away with party primaries altogether and go back to nominating candi-
dates in party conventions. But there is little popular support for this
retreat from popular control of the nominations process. A second
option is to hold “open primaries” in which any voter can choose to par-
ticipate, regardless of party affiliation. In theory, this would enable
more moderate voters to help more moderate, compromising candidates
win their party’s nomination. But there is little evidence that open pri-
maries reduce partisan or ideological polarization,*® perhaps because
voter turnout remains quite low in primary elections, where the people
who vote tend to be the ones with more intense partisan motivation. A
third option is to convert the primary election from a series of party pri-
maries (principally, Democrat and Republican) to a single, nonpartisan
“all candidates primary,” in which all candidates compete and then
some number advance to the general election—the “top two” in Cali-
fornia and Washington, the “top four” in Alaska, and, potentially, the
“top five” in Nevada if it adopts a voter initiative to that effect in
November 2024. Under this system, the top vote getters in the primary
advance regardless of party, which creates two potential “pathways to
moderation.” In a “top-two” system, if two candidates of the same party
contest in November, the more moderate (less extremely partisan) can-
didate may win by appealing more broadly to the electorate beyond his
or her party. The “top-four” or “top-five” systems, by contrast, use RCV
to determine the general election winner. Chapter 2 explains and ana-
lyzes these and other options for single-winner elections.

As Robert Boatright and his contributors to Chapter 5 make clear,
the question of primary reform turns in part on the importance attached
to political parties as institutions in a democracy. Many political scien-
tists worry that as political parties in general have weakened, so has
their capacity to aggregate interests—which renders them more vulner-
able to capture by more extreme elements. Boatright and his colleagues
therefore recommend a flexible approach to primary reform, encourag-
ing experimentation with such alternatives as RCV in party primaries,
open primaries, and nonpartisan primaries. They also recommend that
parties assume a stronger “gatekeeping role” to discourage or winnow
out “unfit and politically extreme candidates,” through such mecha-
nisms as preprimary conventions to vet candidates or even preprimary
endorsements of candidates. At the same time, they recommend that
candidates who are defeated in a party primary be allowed to gain
access to the ballot in the general election by eliminating the “sore
loser” rule that prevails in some form in forty-seven states.
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Presidential Nominations

As Pildes and Frances Lee explain in Chapter 6, our current system for
nominating presidential candidates embodies a profound irony. Over
the last half century, it has become much more democratic by effec-
tively giving voters in each party the power to nominate the presiden-
tial candidates through the vehicle of the party primary. But moving
almost purely to this system of direct democracy for choosing major-
party presidential nominees has removed the filters of elite judgment
that might screen out extreme or demagogic candidates. Thus, the sys-
tem has become more democratic in one sense but also more vulnera-
ble to assaults on democracy. As Pildes and Lee explain, the United
States is an outlier in using such a “plebiscitary” method for nominat-
ing candidates for executive office. In no other advanced liberal
democracy is there so little in the way of “peer review” for a potential
presidential nominee.

Pildes and Lee consider several possible reforms that might restore
some prudential balance to the process. One possible route is to tilt the
process in favor of contested conventions, by instituting a shorter pri-
mary calendar and awarding convention delegates in each primary elec-
tion on a more proportional basis. The former change would make it
easier for candidates to stay in the race until the end, and the latter
would make it less likely that one candidate could amass a majority of
convention delegates in advance. The goal would then be to encourage
a more deliberative party convention that “could negotiate compro-
mises, balance competing party constituencies, and perform the function
of peer review.” This would also require candidates (or parties) to
choose more delegates with the experience and competence to play a
deliberative role at the convention. In addition, the authors recommend
the selection of “superdelegates” who would be able to vote on the first
ballot of the nomination process without necessarily being committed in
advance to a candidate. This would ensure more peer review and also
reduce the chances of a first-ballot victory. Alternatively, party office-
holders in Congress and the states could be given an opportunity to ren-
der an official judgment about the candidates ahead of the primaries,
which could be prominently publicized. The authors also recommend
that the national political parties take full and direct control of organiz-
ing and hosting the primary debates, including making decisions about
which candidates are invited to participate and by what criteria.

As the 2024 presidential primaries demonstrated, however, even
salutary reforms along these lines cannot guarantee the avoidance of
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extremist major-party nominees. Despite his role in attacking the
outcome of the 2020 election, including his responsibility for what
unfolded at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, Trump became the nomi-
nee of the Republican Party with the support of its transformed lead-
ership.** As became increasingly evident during the course of the pri-
mary campaign, former South Carolina governor Nikki Haley was the
insurgent candidate attempting to recapture the party for its recently
dispossessed traditionalists. But to no avail. Moreover, as this book
goes to press, there is the possibility that Trump will win the presi-
dency again without a majority of votes—either nationally or in the
states that provide an Electoral College victory—because of the
“spoiler” effect of a third-party or independent candidate. Thus, insofar
as the goal is to protect the United States from extremists who do not
have majority support within the electorate, an important lesson of
2024 is that electoral reforms will need to extend beyond the process
for nominating the two major-party candidates to encompass some
mechanism for preventing the risk of a spoiler effect resulting in the
election of an extremist. Determining exactly what institutional reform
this should be we leave to future endeavors.

Campaign Finance

Reforming campaign finance poses vexing challenges as well. Among
them are that the First Amendment, or at least the way the Supreme
Court interprets it, makes it difficult for Congress to control the amount
of money candidates spend on their campaigns, and reforms that would
strengthen political parties and their ability to raise money for candi-
dates are not very popular among voters.

In Chapter 7, Ray La Raja and his colleagues find that current pat-
terns of campaign finance contribute to political extremism in the United
States, in that they increasingly privilege financing from individual
donors who are more ideological and politically extreme than institu-
tional donors (such as traditional political action committees [PACs]) or
party establishments, not to mention rank-and-file voters. Moreover, as
political finance, even of statewide or congressional races, has become
more and more nationalized, candidates for Congress have been incen-
tivized to become more hyperpartisan and politically extreme. Inde-
pendent political expenditure committees (which legally cannot coordi-
nate with candidates’ campaigns) also tend to favor more extreme
candidates and to undermine transparency and accountability.
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La Raja and his colleagues propose two reform strategies. One is to
increase funding to candidates from more broadly representative sources,
especially political parties (but also multicandidate PACs and even pub-
lic subsidies). The other is to create incentives for political finance to run
through transparent and accountable committees that disclose all their
major donors and in general to strengthen disclosure for large donors.
However, the authors of Chapter 7 would also like to make it easier for
small donors to contribute privately so that they do not face social pres-
sure or reprisals.

The problem is that these may not be the reforms voters want, par-
ticularly in an era when there is so much skepticism about political par-
ties and government, which would be the source of public subsidies for
campaign finance. And some reforms that appear to be popular with
voters, such as lowering limits on campaign contributions, may make
things worse by forcing candidates to rely on more ideologically
extreme and hyperpartisan small donors and independent expenditure
committees. Programs to match small political donations with public
funds carry the same risk of reinforcing the power of more militant
activists, but some types of subsidies for small donors merit continued
experimentation at the local level.

What the People Think About Political Reform

Our study used expert political, legal, and historical analysis to con-
sider what kinds of reforms might be most effective in restraining
polarization and extremism. But we also had the opportunity to exam-
ine what the American people might think about many of these
reforms through the unique method of a deliberative poll. In contrast
to a regular public opinion poll, where voters are asked their opinions
on issues about which they have relatively little knowledge or infor-
mation, voters in a deliberative poll are surveyed twice. The first sur-
vey is a normal public opinion poll, with no effort made to educate the
respondents. After that, a representative sample of the public is given
a balanced briefing paper on the issues, which explains (in this
instance) the various reform options and offers arguments for and
against each proposal. The respondents are then brought together to
deliberate in small groups of ten to twelve individuals and periodi-
cally in plenary sessions of the entire sample, where they hear experts
with competing points of view answer questions that the small groups
have agreed upon.?’
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In June 2023, Stanford’s Deliberative Democracy Lab, in coordina-
tion with our task force, brought together a representative sample of
over 500 Americans to deliberate on a number of democratic reform
proposals. This was the third in a series of national deliberative polls
termed “America in One Room,” and like the second one, it was con-
ducted on an online platform designed to encourage active and respect-
ful participation.’® The respondents deliberated and were surveyed on
several of the proposals we discuss in this book: electoral reforms (in
particular, ranked-choice voting and proportional representation),
reform of party primaries, and campaign finance reform. We close this
introduction by briefly summarizing those results.

Among the electoral reform options offered in the deliberative poll
were various versions of ranked-choice voting. Participants were asked
if they would oppose or favor RCV in six circumstances: in primary
elections for local offices, state offices, and Congress and in general
elections at the same three levels. The pattern was similar for each of
these six options. Before deliberating, proportions of the sample rang-
ing from 44 percent (for Congress) to 49 percent (for local elections)
favored using RCV for primaries, whereas after deliberating, the share of
support rose to majority levels (53 percent for Congress and 59 percent
for state elections). Before deliberation, about 47 percent of respondents
endorsed using RCV in general elections at each of these three levels.
This support rose after deliberation to 52 percent for congressional elec-
tions and 57 percent for state elections (with local elections in between).
Similarly, support for the Alaska-style “top-four” system of RCV with
nonpartisan primaries rose from 44 percent before deliberations to 53
percent after. But these support levels were not evenly distributed across
parties. Democrats (most of all) and Independents were much more sup-
portive of RCV than Republicans, and they were also more likely to be
persuaded to endorse it after deliberating. For example, Democratic sup-
port for RCV in state general elections increased from 62 to 70 percent,
and Independent support increased from 41 to 65 percent, but Republi-
can support only rose from 34 to 40 percent. Republicans warmed more
to the “top-four” RCV system, increasing their support after deliberation
from 32 to 43 percent (with Democrats’ support rising only modestly
from 59 to 63 percent and Independents’ support increasing dramatically
from 40 to 58 percent).

Crucially, it appears that the rise in support for RCV may have
come in part from a better understanding of it through education and
deliberation. The percentage of the sample agreeing that RCV “will bet-
ter reflect the public’s views on all the candidates” increased from 44 to
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57 percent after deliberation. And the percentage disagreeing that RCV
is “too complicated to use” increased from 41 to 51 percent.

Interestingly, while voters warmed somewhat to the idea of an “instant
runoff” through some form of RCYV, they did not much like the idea of
having to come to the polls to vote again in a general election runoff if no
candidate wins a majority of the vote. Support for this option declined
after deliberation, from 43 to 40 percent, with each of the three groups of
partisans declining in enthusiasm. Participants were much more skeptical
of fusion voting (which allows multiple political parties to nominate the
same candidate and counts all the votes for that candidate equally). Sup-
port for that option remained after deliberation firmly stuck at slightly
less than 20 percent of the sample. That said, participants did clearly sig-
nal that they want a more competitive political system. Support for the
principle of making it easier for third-party and independent candidates to
appear on the ballot rose from 58 to 68 percent after deliberation and had
majority support among Democrats, Independents, and Republicans.

Support also rose after deliberation for PR, but it began with a
weaker base of support among each of the three partisan groups. Once
again results were similar for elections at all three levels, with partici-
pants slightly more supportive of PR for state legislatures than for local
councils or for Congress. Before deliberation, Democrats were more
than twice as likely as Republicans to support PR (about 45 to 19 per-
cent). They remained much more supportive after deliberation, but the
difference narrowed. For state elections, overall support for PR
increased from 30 to 46 percent, with support rising from 44 to 59 per-
cent among Democrats, 22 to 35 percent among Independents, and 19 to
37 percent among Republicans. For Congress, each group was a few
percentage points less supportive of PR (with 43 percent favoring this
option after deliberation).

Participants were also surveyed about proposals to reform campaign
finance and party conventions. The general finding here is that it is an
uphill battle to persuade Americans to support reforms that would
strengthen political parties, even though there was strong support for
many of these proposals from within our task force. Should political
party leaders be given a more important role in choosing their presi-
dential nominees—for example, by setting aside something like a quar-
ter of convention delegates for elected officeholders? Support for that
was scant before deliberation and barely rose after, from 14 to 17 per-
cent. Similarly, few participants endorsed the proposals of our campaign
finance working group to strengthen the role of parties. Only about 15
percent before or after deliberation supported increasing the limits on



22 Larry Dlamond, Edward B. Foley, and Richard H. Pildes

individual donations to political parties, and support for increasing the
amounts that parties can contribute to congressional candidates rose
only slightly higher, from 15 to 19 percent. Our sample also did not like
the idea of using public money to help fund political campaigns. Match-
ing small donor contributions with larger amounts from public funds
(which carries the risk of turbocharging more extreme partisans) began
and finished the deliberation with less than 20 percent support. Giving
all voters publicly funded democracy vouchers to support candidates of
their choice also fell flat, with support increasingly only slightly to 24
percent after deliberation.

The one recommendation of our task force that the deliberating
sample of American voters did endorse was transparency for major
donors. Support for requiring PACs to disclose their top donors and
officials rose from 69 to 79 percent after deliberation. But while our
team of experts suggested giving smaller donors more privacy (by rais-
ing the threshold for reporting above the current $200 limit), that was
opposed by two-thirds of our sample.

While this deliberating sample of the American public did not
endorse all the reform proposals discussed in this book, they did firmly
embrace our motivating principle. One of the goals that garnered the
strongest support from the sample was “overcoming divisions in Amer-
ican society.” The percentage identifying that as important rose from 70
to 83 percent after deliberation.

* * *

This report of our task force does not emerge from a vacuum. As we
discuss briefly in our conclusion, reformers have been working at the
state level for many years now to enact changes to reduce the polarizing
divisiveness of our politics and improve the quality and governing
capacity of our democracy. As we see in several of the chapters that fol-
low, reform can have unintended consequences, producing dynamics
very different from what its advocates sought. But the genius of the
American system still partly lies in its federal character, which allows
for the possibility of many experiments with reforms to electoral sys-
tems, primary elections, districting, and systems of campaign finance.
As more states innovate with different ballot structures and variations of
ranked-choice voting, new provisions for campaign finance, and other
reforms, we will be able to evaluate the impact of these changes to see
what works and why. In this respect, the analysis here should be viewed
as preliminary, awaiting a greater range of experience. Despite their



The Election Reform Imperative 23

considerable differences in perspective, the members of our task force
broadly agreed that the problems of political polarization and rising
extremism in the United States are serious and in need of attention. We
remain in the early days of reform thinking and advocacy, and it is not
unreasonable to imagine that the United States will gradually find its
way through an iterative process toward a more effective democracy, as
it did during the era of democratic reform a century ago.
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Ballot Structures

Edward B. Foley

To what extent do electoral institutions in the United States con-
tribute to overrepresentation of political extremism among officeholders?
And what institutional reforms might counteract this overrepresentation
insofar as it exists? This chapter seeks to answer both questions,' posed in
our task force’s mission statement, by examining the traditional electoral
system in the United States: partisan primaries followed by a general
election in which voters cast ballots for a single candidate and the candi-
date with the most votes wins, whether or not they receive a majority.
This system differs from other possible ways to structure a single-winner
election, which this chapter explores. Chapters 3 and 4 consider the pos-
sibility of proportional representation (PR) for seats in a state legislature
or the US House of Representatives, an option unavailable for any elec-
tion for a single officeholder, such as a US senator or a state governor.
Focusing on the goal of constraining extremism, this chapter con-
siders how the following alternatives compare to the current system:

1. The two-round system used in California and Washington, which
hold nonpartisan “top-two” primaries that advance only two candidates
to the general election. These two finalists can be from the same party
or different ones, or they can be independents (since party affiliation is
irrelevant for participation in the nonpartisan primary), and the winner
of the general election is simply the finalist who receives more votes
than the sole opponent (by definition, a majority of valid votes cast).?

2. The two-round system recently adopted in Alaska and provi-
sionally adopted in Nevada (subject to a confirmation vote in Novem-
ber 2024). These states hold the same kind of nonpartisan primary as

25
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California and Washington do, except that four (in Alaska) or five (in
Nevada) candidates advance to a general election where ranked-choice
voting (RCV) is used to determine a single winner. The type of RCV
employed in these systems can be called lowest-plurality runoff (LPR),
because it functions by sequentially eliminating the candidate with the
fewest first-place votes until there is a single winner.

3. A system that makes a modest but significant modification to the
Alaska-Nevada model, altering the tabulation method of RCV used to
identify the winner from the four or five finalists in the general election.
Instead of LPR, this system uses a sequential elimination procedure that
guarantees the election of the candidate who is preferred over each of
the other candidates; it can thus be called most-preferred voting (MPV).

4. A “top-three” variation on the nonpartisan primary used in Cali-
fornia’s “top-two” and Alaska’s “top-four” systems. Under this version
of MPV, the three-finalist general election is conducted with direct head-
to-head choices between each pair of candidates rather than with RCV.

5. A partisan primary system such as Maine’s that uses RCV, whether
by LPR or MPV.

Comparing these different electoral systems, this chapter assesses
their relative propensity to either cause or counteract the overrepresen-
tation of political extremism among the winning candidates. A signifi-
cant portion of the task force’s deliberations concerned different possi-
ble definitions of political extremism. Broadly speaking, there are two
main types. The first might be called “substantive” or “absolute”
extremism because it is defined in terms of its content, which in the
context of a democracy embraces antidemocratic stances. This kind of
antidemocratic extremism can exist on the right or the left (for example,
Nazism or Leninism). The second type of political extremism can be
called “empirical” or “relative” because it is defined by its distance
from the electorate’s median voter: the further the winning candidate is
from the electorate’s median, the more extreme that candidate is. While
this distance can be measured in terms of ideology, it can also be meas-
ured in terms of degree or intensity of partisanship—which can be a
function of other factors besides ideology, including emotional loyalty
or allegiance to the party.’

For the purposes of comparing and evaluating different electoral sys-
tems, this chapter employs the “empirical” or “relative” definition of
extremism. That is because the choice of electoral procedures should be
content neutral, both to align with First Amendment values and to
advance related notions of “political liberalism” as the philosopher John
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Rawls used the term: to convey the government’s neutrality to all rea-
sonable but divergent viewpoints.* But this chapter should also be useful
to those concerned by the threat of political extremism defined substan-
tively as antidemocratic postures, since substantive extremism also tends
to be relatively extreme as measured by distance from the median voter.’

The type of relative extremism this chapter employs is partisan
rather than ideological extremism. In doing so, this chapter does not take
a position on the relationship between partisanship and ideology or the
extent to which partisan polarization is or is not related to ideological
polarization. Instead, this chapter rests on the commonplace observation
that more and more Americans display a kind of tribal loyalty to their
political party, with a corresponding hostility to the opposing party. This
animosity is often called “negative” or “affective” polarization. But how-
ever partisan polarization is characterized, the important analytical point
is that voters and candidates can be understood as varying in the degree
or intensity of their partisanship.® The “overrepresentation” of extreme
winners produced by an electoral system can be defined as the tendency
of that system to produce winning candidates who on average are further
from the electorate’s median voter in terms of their degree of partisan-
ship than the voters are on average themselves.’

For purposes of this analysis, the electorate can be either an entire
state or a district within a state. In the latter case, the median voter may
be much “redder” or “bluer” than the median voter in the state as a whole.
(The Cook Partisan Voting Index is one well-known measure of how
much redder or bluer a state or district is relative to the nation.*) An elec-
toral system that aims to produce winners supported by the electorate’s
median voter—as any majoritarian electoral system does—will seek to
elect candidates supported by a district’s median voter if the electoral sys-
tem operates at the district level. Thus, if this kind of electoral system is
used for all the districts of a state’s legislature, it will not endeavor to pro-
duce representatives who all correspond to the statewide median voter.
Instead, it will aim to produce representatives who correspond to their
district’s median voter.” With respect to statewide elections—for governor
or US senator, for instance—the goal will be to elect a candidate who
reflects the choice of the statewide median voter in keeping with the prin-
ciple of majority rule.

The overrepresentation of extreme winners can occur in highly
competitive “swing” (or purple) electorates, either statewide or district
specific, or in more lopsided (deep-red or deep-blue) ones. To illustrate
how different electoral systems perform with respect to the problem of
overrepresenting extreme winners, this chapter focuses mostly on
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highly competitive “swing” electorates. (The online appendix to this
chapter contains a similar analysis for more lopsided districts.)!®

This chapter concludes that the traditional system of partisan pri-
maries followed by plurality-winner general elections is especially sus-
ceptible to overrepresentation of partisan extremism when the electorate
itself is highly polarized and voters are relatively far from the elec-
torate’s median. The kind of system adopted in Alaska and provisionally
in Nevada can help considerably to counteract the election of extreme
winners. However, as polarization of the electorate intensifies, the abil-
ity of the form of RCV used in these states, LPR, to avoid the election
of extremists is reduced dramatically, and the only effective method of
substantial depolarization is to adopt some form of MPV.!! This could
be a modified version of the Alaska-Nevada RCV system or the kind of
“top-three” system described in more detail below, in which voters
directly mark their preference for each pair of candidates.

Moreover, if the goal is to counteract the overrepresentation of
extremism, it is essential to replace partisan primaries with the kind of
nonpartisan primary used in the Alaska-Nevada system or the “top-
three” variation: combining RCV with partisan primaries, as Maine does,
cannot counteract the election of extremists if the electorate itself is
highly polarized—unless the tabulation method of RCV is MPV instead
of LPR (and even then, partisan primaries are likely to disadvantage can-
didates for major-party nomination who are more “moderate” in that
they are closer to the median voter in the state or district).

The Challenge of Partisan Polarization for
an Electoral Democracy

Scholars of democracy have long understood that when a polity is
evenly yet extremely divided—with almost half of voters at each polar
opposite and very few voters in the middle—sustaining government
through traditional electoral procedures becomes exceedingly difficult.
Robert Dahl, perhaps the preeminent theorist of democracy in the
United States during the second half of the twentieth century, made this
point in 4 Preface to Democratic Theory, first published in 1956 and
reissued fifty years later with additional reflections from the author.
Figure 2.1 presents Dahl’s visual representation of this situation.

Dahl was pessimistic about democracies’ capacity to handle this type
of division: “Where each side is large and each regards the victory of the
other as a fundamental threat to some very high ranked values, it is rea-
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Figure 2.1 Visual Representation of Extreme Political Polarization
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Source: Robert Dahl, 4 Preface to Democratic Theory (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2006).

sonable to expect serious difficulties in the continued operation of a
[democratic] system,” he wrote.'> Dahl worried that this situation could
lead to revolution, secession, or other disruptions negating the “legiti-
macy” of the existing regime—including in the United States, which is
the country Dahl had primarily in mind. Viewing the American Civil War
as an example of this circumstance, Dahl doubted that any “constitutional
machinery” could cope with such a “profoundly rooted social conflict.”!?

A year after Dahl made that observation, Anthony Downs made a
similar point in his seminal 1957 study, An Economic Theory of Democ-
racy."* Downs was also pessimistic about the capacity of a conventional
plurality-winner electoral system to remain intact when it has become so
divided. “In a two-party system,” he wrote, “whichever party wins will
attempt to implement politics radically opposed to the other party’s ide-
ology, since the two are at opposite extremes.” Thus, he continued, “gov-
ernment policy will be highly unstable and”—even worse—*“democracy
is likely to produce chaos.” Like Dahl, Downs predicted that “this situa-
tion may lead to revolution.”'®> Whether or not Downs was focused specif-
ically on the US system (or instead thinking more about a parliamentary
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system such as Britain’s), and whether or not he should be understood as
exclusively describing a pattern of oscillating gyrations (rather than one
also encompassing the kind of cataclysmic regime collapse that occurred
during the American Civil War), it is clear that Downs, like Dahl, did not
believe this kind of highly polarized bimodal distribution of the electorate
was sustainable in a democracy.

With the sobering analysis of Dahl and Downs in mind, it is worth
exploring whether there are forms of electoral innovation that might ame-
liorate or forestall a dire situation of this nature. Electoral institutions
interact dynamically with the political culture in which they exist. Politi-
cal scientists speak of electoral institutions having “centrifugal” or “cen-
tripetal” tendencies.!¢ Centrifugal institutions pull people apart, exacer-
bating or accelerating polarization that already exists in society for
cultural reasons. Centripetal institutions, by contrast, tend to depolarize
society, pushing politics back toward the center. In fact, it is possible to
develop a simple measure of an electoral system’s centripetal, or depo-
larizing, tendency. We can call this measure an electoral system’s cen-
tripetal force, or C-force for short, and define it as 1 — w/v, where v is the
average distance (as an absolute value) of each voter from an electorate’s
median voter, and w is the average distance (as an absolute value) of each
winner from an electorate’s median voter.!” Where w = v, meaning that
winners on average are no more or less extreme (distant from the median
voter) than the voters themselves are on average, the C-force of the elec-
toral system is zero. It has no positive tendency to yield winners less
polarized than the electorate but also no negative tendency to yield win-
ners more polarized than the voters themselves. By contrast, where w <,
meaning that winners on average are closer to the electorate’s median
voter than the voters themselves are on average, w/v is less than 1, and the
electoral system has a positive C-force (greater than zero). The larger a
system’s C-force, the more depolarizing it is—producing winners closer
to the electorate’s median voter. If all the winners in an electoral system
are exactly congruent with the electorate’s median voter, then w/v is zero
and the electoral system has a perfect C-force of 1. Conversely, if w > v,
meaning that winners on average are further from the electorate’s median
voter than the voters themselves are on average, then w/v is greater than
1, and the electoral system has a negative C-force, indicating that it has a
centrifugal (polarizing) effect. It “overrepresents” extremism, to invoke
the terminology of the task force’s mission statement.

Compared to mid-twentieth century, the United States today is expe-
riencing much greater partisan polarization—a trend that has worsened
from one decade to the next, to the point where American politics is
increasingly characterized by the deep enmity that each side of the par-
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tisan divide has for the other.'® Both sides view victory by the other as
the kind of “existential threat” that Dahl feared. Although the fifty states
vary in their degree of partisan polarization, as well as in their competi-
tiveness (with some “purple” states evenly divided between “red” and
“blue” and others leaning to varying degrees one way or the other), the
overall character of national electoral competition is fierce, as it is in the
most competitive states like Arizona, Wisconsin, or Pennsylvania. In
these purple states, it would be a mistake to think that voters are all
clumped in the middle—purple themselves, so to speak. Rather, they
have drifted far apart in the degree of their partisan leanings, although
they are not as polarized as their elected representatives. Consequently,
in a 50-50 purple state, a slight shift can result in the election of candi-
dates who are unacceptable to nearly half the electorate.! (Depending on
its electoral system, an electorate that leans red or blue can end up lurch-
ing even further toward the extreme than the median voter in that elec-
torate.??) In this context, considering whether a particular type of elec-
toral system would have a centripetal tendency, producing an electoral
system with a larger (and positive) C-force, is an undertaking of value.

This chapter specifically addresses elections for a single office.
Some elections are necessarily of this nature, such as those for governor
or other statewide executive offices, including secretary of state and
attorney general. Each US senator is also elected this way. So too are
members of the US House of Representatives, although—as considered
in Chapters 3 and 4—it would be possible to introduce a system of pro-
portional representation for elections to the House (except in states that
have only a single member). Most elections for seats in state legisla-
tures are also single district-by-district races,?! although these too could
move to a system of PR.

Therefore, the analysis in this chapter serves two functions. First,
it explores possible electoral reforms to address partisan extremism in
elections for which PR is not an option, such as those for governor or
US senator. Second, it explores electoral reforms that might reduce the
potency of partisan extremism for single-seat offices such as those in
the US House of Representatives or state legislatures, in the event that
PR is not a desired or achievable reform.

This chapter does not specifically address how partisan gerryman-
dering—or even the “natural” gerrymandering that occurs as a result of
sharp political differences reflecting geography (urban, suburban, rural)—
amplifies the problem of partisan extremism that can occur in single-seat
elections.?? Even in a purple state that is evenly split between Democ-
rats and Republicans, such as Arizona, Georgia, or Wisconsin, some
urban districts will be deep blue and some rural districts will be deep red.
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In addition, primary elections in these “extreme” districts can accen-
tuate extremism even further, since the general election will not be a
competitive check on the outcome of the primary, as it would be in a
purple district or a statewide election.?* Chapter 5 specifically addresses
the issues of primaries. Here, the main focus will be a statewide elec-
tion that even in a 50-50 purple state can be susceptible to the problem
of political extremism depending on the electoral system.?* (The same
analysis also holds for 50-50 purple districts, whether the state is pur-
ple, red, or blue.)

Introductory Background

Below are current partisan profiles of the electorates of several US
states for illustrative purposes.?® Arizona is a 50-50 purple state that is
highly polarized, with many deep-blue and deep-red voters (those scor-
ing near —0.4 or +0.4 on the partisanship scale), fewer moderately blue
and red voters (those scoring near —0.2 or +0.2), and still fewer purely
purple centrist voters (scoring near 0.0), as shown in Figure 2.2.

Pennsylvania is a highly polarized purple state with even fewer cen-
trist voters (see Figure 2.3).

Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Wisconsin (the other proverbial
battleground states in recent statewide and presidential races) are also
polarized to varying degrees (see Figures 2.4 to 2.7).

Figure 2.2 Arizona Simulated Voter Population
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Other states have relatively high levels of partisan polarization but
overall lean red or blue and are therefore not purple swing states. Exam-
ples of especially polarized red states are Mississippi and South Car-
olina (see Figures 2.8 and 2.9).

Polarized blue states include Delaware and Illinois (see Figures
2.10 and 2.11).

The simplest measure of partisan polarization for a state’s electorate
is the average distance of all its voters from its median voter. The larger

Figure 2.3 Pennsylvania Simulated Voter Population
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Figure 2.4 Georgia Simulated Voter Population
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this average distance, the greater the polarization, and vice versa. States
with the lowest levels of partisan polarization include Vermont and
Hawaii, deep-blue states (see Figures 2.12 and 2.13), and Wyoming, a
deep-red state (see Figure 2.14).

Given this partisanship data for all fifty states, we can imagine can-
didates occupying five different partisan positions, or “lanes,” in an
effort to appeal primarily to five different groups of voters or segments
within the electorate:

Figure 2.5 Michigan Simulated Voter Population
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Figure 2.6 Nevada Simulated Voter Population
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Ultramarine: intense Democratic partisanship (around —0.4)
Blue: average Democratic partisanship (around —0.2)
Purple: centrist independent (around 0.0)

Red: average Republican partisanship (around 0.2)

Scarlet: intense Republican partisanship (around 0.4)%

In addition to corresponding usefully to voter segments in state
electorates, this breakdown of candidate “lanes” facilitates analysis of a

Figure 2.7 Wisconsin Simulated Voter Population
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leading electoral-reform proposal: the “final-five” system currently under
consideration in Nevada.?’” As noted above, if adopted in a second vote in
November, Nevada’s new system will use a nonpartisan primary in which
the top five candidates advance to the general election, where the lowest-
plurality runoff form of ranked-choice voting identifies the winner. We can
thus consider how various alternatives based on Nevada’s model would
handle an election involving five candidates, one occupying each of these
five partisan lanes, depending upon how polarized the electorate is.

Figure 2.9 South Carolina Simulated Voter Population
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Figure 2.10 Delaware Simulated Voter Population
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Before we undertake this comparison of alternative electoral meth-
ods based on Nevada’s model, it is important to point out that the condi-
tions of American electoral competition have not always been so polar-
ized. The electoral system used in most states for decades—partisan
primaries followed by plurality-winner general elections—worked suc-
cessfully when partisan polarization was lower. That same electoral sys-
tem, however, may not be capable of performing as well now that con-
ditions have changed.

Figure 2.11 lllinois Simulated Voter Population
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Figure 2.12 Vermont Simulated Voter Population
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Historically, electoral competition in the United States has been
between two of the five positions identified above: moderately blue
Democrats and moderately red Republicans. Moreover, the gap between
these two positions has been relatively narrow. To use an old football anal-
ogy, American politics is played between the forty-yard lines (or between
—0.1 and +0.1 on the partisanship scale for each state’s electorate profile).

When there is relatively little partisan distance between Democratic
and Republican candidates and most voters view themselves as aligned

Figure 2.13 Hawaii Simulated Voter Population
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Figure 2.14 Wyoming Simulated Voter Population
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with one or the other (or relatively indifferent to both), then the traditional
electoral system of partisan primaries followed by a plurality-winner gen-
eral election works reasonably well to represent the collective preferences
of voters fairly.?® In this situation, if the state has a 50-50 purple elec-
torate overall, the Democratic primary will nominate a moderately blue
candidate not far from the purple center of the electorate, and the Repub-
lican primary will likewise nominate a moderately red candidate not far
from the electorate’s center. The winner of the general election will then
be whichever of these two nominees can attract more votes from the truly
centrist (purple) voters who are willing to go with one side or the other
depending on the specific circumstances of the election.?

But regardless of which way the election goes, the winner will not
be too far from voters on the losing side. A victory on one forty-yard
line is always a mere twenty yards from the voters clumped together at
the other forty-yard line. We can visualize this “low-polarization” sce-
nario (see Figures 2.15 and 2.16), which prevailed in the United States
for many decades after World War 11, by simulating 100,000 elections
conducted in the traditional method of a simple plurality-winner general
election following two separate primaries for the two major parties.>°

This visualization shows the winners staying within the proverbial
forty-yard lines. In this case, the electoral system has a C-force of
0.374—meaning when the level of polarization in the electorate is rela-
tively low, the traditional method of partisan primaries followed by a
plurality-winner general election will have a moderating, “centripetal”
effect. At least, it won’t produce winners who on average are further
from the median voter than the voters themselves are. Here, w = 0.732,
while v = 1.169.

In this scenario, moreover, there are not enough pure centrists to form
a third “Moderate” party to compete against the center-left Democrats
and center-right Republicans. Instead, they must decide whether they
wish to support one side or the other, with the understanding that they can
always switch sides in the next election. We can illustrate this point with
a simple example. Suppose 45 percent of the electorate aligns with the
center-left Democrats (either as party members or simply in terms of their
fairly consistent electoral preferences),’! and suppose another 45 percent
aligns with center-right Republicans (again, either as party members or in
terms of stable electoral preferences), leaving only 10 percent as truly
unaligned centrists. These pure middle-of-the-roaders might prefer to
have their own candidate to support, rather than having to choose a
center-left Democrat or a center-right Republican, but few would think
the electoral system unfair insofar as it forces this 10 percent of the
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Figure 2.15 Low-Polarization Swing Electorate
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electorate to make a choice between candidates who represent the 45
percent on one side or the other.

Not all of this 10 percent will make the same choice. Some will
go with the Democrats and some with the Republicans. In a very tight
election, the split within the 10 percent may be close to 5050, which
in turn will make the overall electoral outcome close to 50-50. More-
over, if in one year the 10 percent splits 60—40 for the Democrats,
then the Democrats will win 51-49; and if in the next election the 10
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percent split 60—40 in the opposite direction, then the Republicans will
win 51-49.

So long as the partisan distance between Democrats and Republi-
cans is relatively narrow and politics is played between the forty-yard
lines, then this pattern of alternating victories between the two parties
is a sign of healthy electoral competition. The policy positions of
elected representatives will not lurch wildly from one extreme to the
other but rather tack back and forth in modest increments as the center
of the electorate moves marginally to the left or right in response to
changing conditions.

The Problem of Increasing Polarization

Such was the basic construct of American politics from mid-twentieth
century until recently. The Democratic Party of Harry Truman and the
Republican Party of Dwight Eisenhower were not so far apart. Indeed,
the postwar period from 1945 to 1960 was the lowest point of partisan
polarization in US history, at least since the end of Reconstruction
(see Figure 2.17).32

In the Truman-Eisenhower era, there was no need, or even room,
for a centrist party between the Democrats and Republicans. The same
was true of the Democratic Party of John Kennedy and the Republican
Party of Richard Nixon. Indeed, even as late as the presidential election
of 2000, when Democrat Al Gore ran against Republican George W.
Bush, the gap between the two major-party candidates was relatively
narrow. Despite the so-called Reagan Revolution, which had moved the
Republican Party to the right, and the perception prior to Bill Clinton’s
election that the Democratic Party had moved too far left, at the turn of
the century electoral competition within the United States was still
largely within the forty-yard lines.

Increasingly, however, this traditional construct is breaking down.*?
Polarization has pulled members of the two parties further and further
apart to the point where each side sees the other as an “existential
threat” to the nation.?* This kind of “affective” polarization, or partisan
“tribalism,” means that members of Team Blue and Team Red often
view team loyalty as more important than policy positions.

The partisan polarization of the electorate has been accompanied
by an even greater partisan polarization among members of Congress.
As the data and analysis that follow suggest, there is reason to believe
that the existing electoral system—partisan primaries followed by
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Figure 2.17 Party Polarization, 1879-2012
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plurality-winner general elections—is to blame for this trend.** More-
over, one consequence of this magnified partisan polarization is that
each side of the electorate fears that the other will gain power. Unlike in
the past, when slight shifts within the electorate would lead to office-
holders tacking incrementally in either direction—keeping government
policy well within the forty-yard lines—in today’s polarized environ-
ment, a slight shift within the electorate in either direction can cause a
pronounced swing from one partisan extreme to the other.

Who Represents the Middle if
the Two Parties Have Polarized?

As the two parties have polarized, a gap has grown in the center. The
election of members of Congress who are more intensely blue and, to an
even greater extent, red than their constituents—more “ultramarine” and
“scarlet”—has meant that more moderately blue and red voters have
started to feel less represented (especially on the Republican side).3®
This creates an opening for a third “purplish” party to form between the
Democrats and Republicans and attempt to capture these disaffected
voters who see themselves as more moderate than what the two major
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parties have become.?” Indeed, it is commonplace now to hear former
Republicans talk of being politically homeless as a consequence of their
former party moving sharply to the right. Correspondingly, there is
increasing talk of the Republican Party becoming divided into its new
MAGA and old GOP wings.*8

Suppose that as a result of polarization, a 50-50 state has a choice
of three candidates: an ultramarine Democrat, a scarlet Republican, and
a purplish independent (or nominee of a new third party attempting to
fill the gap that has grown between the two major parties). Let’s imag-
ine reliable polling shows that in this race, the ultramarine Democrat is
the favorite of about 35 percent of the electorate, as is the scarlet
Republican, with the purplish independent the first choice of a coalition
of moderate Democrats, Republicans, and independent voters amount-
ing to the remaining 30 percent of the electorate. We can envision the
purplish independent candidate as drawing support from all the voters
who remain within the proverbial forty-yard lines, while the ultramarine
and scarlet candidates are backed by those voters who have moved fur-
ther toward the partisan (or “tribal”’) end zones along with the nominees
of their parties.®

Suppose the reliable polling also shows that, because of affective
polarization and the tribalism of contemporary politics, the supporters
of each major-party candidate strongly oppose the election of the oppos-
ing major-party candidate. Thus, the 35 percent of the electorate that
wants the ultramarine Democrat to win also really doesn’t want the
scarlet Republican to win—and vice versa. This means, as the polling
also reveals, that if the election were a one-on-one contest between the
purplish independent and either of the two major-party nominees, the
purplish independent would win decisively, by about 65 to 35 percent
(or almost two-to-one). In other words, virtually all the voters who pre-
fer the ultramarine Democrat would readily vote for the purplish inde-
pendent over the scarlet Republican. Likewise, virtually all those who
prefer the scarlet Republican would choose the purplish independent
over the ultramarine Democrat.

Given this polling data—assuming it’s reliable—which candidate
should win the election? As discussed later in this chapter, it is possible
to design a “top-three” electoral system that would permit voters to cast
ballots expressing their preferences among each possible pair of these
candidates: ultramarine Democrat versus scarlet Republican, ultrama-
rine Democrat versus purplish independent, and scarlet Republican ver-
sus purplish independent. This system would declare as the winner the
candidate who beats each of the other two in their one-on-one ballot
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match-ups.*® As long as voters cast their ballots in line with the polling,
the purplish independent would win in this case.

But that is not the result the existing electoral system would pro-
duce. Instead, either the ultramarine Democrat or the scarlet Republican
would win, given the plurality-winner (often called “first-past-the-post™)
general election system in most states, depending on which of the two
major-party candidates manages to finish slightly ahead of the other. As
long as the purplish independent candidate has a ceiling of first-choice
support of about 30 percent—because of tribal polarization—this candi-
date cannot win in a first-past-the-post system. Indeed, the purplish inde-
pendent is likely to drop out of the race, or not even run in the first place,
because of their inability to compete in the plurality-winner system. This
is true even though the same candidate would easily clobber either of the
other two in one-on-one contests.*!

We can visualize this with a model of a highly polarized 50-50
electorate (see Figure 2.18) and the winners of 100,000 simulated elec-
tions using the existing plurality system (see Figure 2.19).

With relatively fewer voters in the middle, there are virtually no
winners in the middle—and this is true even assuming that voters in
each of the two major-party primaries perfectly mirror their half of the
overall electorate. With this assumption, the plurality system has a C-
force close to zero for this highly polarized electorate, 0.1060, mean-
ing that the system has virtually no capacity to yield winning candidates
closer to the center than the voters themselves. But if we assume instead
that each of the two parties’ primary voters are more partisan than their
half of the overall electorate, then the C-force of the existing plurality
system actually becomes negative: winners of the general election on
average are more distant from the electorate’s median voters than the
voters themselves are.*’> In other words, if voters in the Democratic
Party’s primary are more ultramarine on average than the blue half of
this 50-50 electorate, and likewise the Republican Party’s primary vot-
ers are more scarlet than the red half of the electorate, then the general
election’s winners will tend to be more ultramarine or scarlet than the
general election’s voters. This negative C-force causes extremists to be
overrepresented in office.

One implication of this analysis might be that it is necessary to
reform major-party primaries to make them as congruent as possible
with each half of the overall electorate. Considering potential reforms
along these lines is the subject of Chapter 5. Here it is necessary to
wrestle with a more basic question: Even if we could make the existing
system have a C-force close to zero, as in the model case where the
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combined electorates of the two primaries matched exactly the elec-
torate as a whole, would we still have a sound electoral system for a
highly polarized electorate (as, even in this situation, depending on how
polarized the electorate is, it will still produce winners who are further

and further from the center)?

Figure 2.18 High-Polarization Swing Electorate
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To return to the hypothetical three-candidate example, suppose that
the 30 percent of voters who prefer the purplish independent see it as in
their interest to vote in either the Democratic or Republican primary,
since their favorite candidate can’t win the first-past-the-post general
election. Let’s assume in this 50-50 state that half of these voters join
one primary and half join the other. In this situation, the purplish inde-
pendent would be unable to beat either the ultramarine Democrat or the
scarlet Republican one-on-one in their party’s primary. The 35 percent of
the electorate whose favorite candidate is the ultramarine Democrat will
crush the purplish independent in the Democratic primary. Likewise, the
35 percent of the electorate whose favorite candidate is the scarlet
Republican will crush the purplish independent in the GOP primary.
Indeed, even if all 30 percent of the electorate who prefer the purplish
independent vote in either major party’s primary, their candidate will not
prevail, assuming that all 35 percent who support the ultramarine or scar-
let candidate turn out to vote in their party’s primary. In other words,
even if the two major-party primaries work perfectly to represent each
half of the overall electorate, under conditions of increasing partisan
polarization, the prevailing electoral system will produce two polarized
major-party nominees: an ultramarine Democrat and a scarlet Republi-
can. This forces all voters to make a choice between these two more
extreme alternatives, even though the electorate as a whole in the general
election would much prefer a purplish independent over either of the two
polarizing major-party nominees.

If PR were possible, each segment of the electorate could be given
seats in the legislature in proportion to its share of votes. But in this
chapter, we are considering those offices that cannot be elected on the
basis of PR, such as US senator or governor. So, what would be the best
way to elect the winner of a single statewide office in this circumstance?

Searching for a More Centripetal Electoral System

As we have seen, the conventional plurality-winner system will not
elect a broadly acceptable compromise candidate under conditions of
high polarization. In this system, moreover, it does no good to come in
second. Even if a purplish independent or third-party candidate could
manage to poll ahead of one of the major-party nominees, the result
would be no different than finishing behind both of them. For example,
imagine that in the hypothetical three-way race, the scarlet Republican
finishes first with 35 percent, the purplish independent second with 34
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percent, and the ultramarine Democrat third with 31 percent. In the plu-
rality-winner system, the scarlet Republican wins regardless of which
opponent comes in second.

In an alternative electoral system, however, a more broadly
acceptable moderate could be elected if that candidate managed to
come in second. One alternative is the “top-two” system used in Cal-
ifornia (which Georgia also uses for runoff elections if no general
election candidate receives a majority of the vote).*> In a situation
such as the one described above where the scarlet Republican and pur-
plish independent are the top two candidates, the purplish independent
would prevail in the California general election or Georgia runoff by
picking up second-choice support from the voters who preferred the
ultramarine Democrat the most. (France’s 2022 presidential election
was almost a version of this. The top three candidates in the first
round were centrist Emmanuel Macron with 28 percent, far-right
Marine Le Pen with 23 percent, and socialist Jean-Luc Melenchon
with 22 percent. In the final round, Macron picked up most of Melen-
chon’s support, trouncing Le Pen 59 percent to 41 percent. Even if in
the first round Macron had finished slightly behind Le Pen, he would
have pulled ahead of her in the final round by picking up enough sup-
port from Melenchon’s first-round voters.**)

Similarly, the lowest-plurality runoff version of ranked-choice vot-
ing used in Alaska and Maine will elect a compromise moderate who
has the second-highest number of supporters.*> RCV permits voters to
rank their preferences among all the candidates. Under the LPR system,
if no candidate wins a majority of first-preference votes, the candidate
with the fewest first-choice votes is eliminated, and the votes for that
candidate are redistributed to their voters’ second preferences. (LPR is
sometimes called instant-runoff voting [IRV], even though the term
“instant runoff” can be applied to other tabulation methods for the
ranked-choice ballots, as discussed below.) As long as the moderate
candidate is ranked at least second, he or she will prevail.

The 2022 Alaska state senate race involving Republican Cathy
Giessel is a close approximation of this scenario. Giessel had lost her
seat to further-right Roger Holland in the 2020 Republican primary
election. Then in 2022, under the new “top-four” RCV system, she
placed slightly ahead of Holland in first-preference votes, with the
Democrat slightly trailing in third place. Even if she had finished
behind Holland, however, she would have prevailed because of the
second-choice support she received from the voters who ranked the
Democrat first.*
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Alaska’s 2022 US Senate race also illustrated this basic point. Mod-
erate Republican Lisa Murkowski finished slightly ahead of Kelly
Tshibaka, who was endorsed by Donald Trump, in the first round of the
state’s new “instant-runoff” system: Murkowski had 43.4 percent,
Tshibaka 42.6 percent, and the third-place Democrat 10.7 percent.*” But
even if Murkowski had finished slightly behind Tshibaka in the first
round, Murkowski would have pulled ahead because she received the
most second-choice votes from the Democrat’s supporters.

The capacity of a second-place moderate to win in either the
“top-two” or LPR systems is a reason to prefer these systems to the
traditional plurality-winner system as a way to counteract extremist
winners. Whereas the plurality-winner system will let a polarizing
candidate on the far right or far left prevail as long as he or she fin-
ishes first (even with barely more than a third of the votes), the “top-
two” and LPR systems will elect the more broadly acceptable moder-
ate (so long as he or she has the second-most first-choice votes and
can pick up enough second-choice voters who preferred the eliminated
third-place candidate).

Recall the model case of an electorate with relatively low polariza-
tion. In this context, Alaska’s new electoral system—a nonpartisan “top-
four” primary with LPR in the general election—will tend to produce
winners closer to the electorate’s median voter than will a plurality-win-
ner general election after partisan primaries (see Figures 2.20 and 2.21).

In 100,000 simulated elections with each of these two systems, the
plurality-winner system (as mentioned above) yielded winners who on
average had a distance from the median voter of 0.732. By contrast,
Alaska’s system yielded winners with an average distance from the
median voter of 0.565—meaning that these winners tended to be closer
to the center. This difference in the value of w, in turn, meant that the
two electoral systems had a different C-force for the same electorate.
Whereas the plurality-winner system had a C-force of 0.374 (assuming
primary voters mirror exactly general election voters), Alaska’s system
had a higher C-force of 0.517.

These alternative electoral systems have a weakness, however.
Neither the “top-two” system nor the LPR system will counteract
severe polarization and avoid the election of an extreme candidate if
the more moderate candidate finishes third, behind candidates on both
the extreme right and extreme left, rather than second. In a highly
polarized 50-50 electorate, with a bimodal distribution that has a hol-
lowed-out center, this is very likely to be the case.*® Indeed, Alaska’s
LPR system does no better than the plurality-winner system in elect-
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Figure 2.20 Plurality Winner Distribution, Low-Polarization Electorate

0.9

0.6

Density

0.34

0.0

-6 -3 0 3 6
Partisan Score

Figure 2.21 LPR Winner Distribution, Low-Polarization Electorate
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ing more centrist candidates when simulating 100,000 elections in a
model highly polarized 50-50 electorate, as demonstrated in Figures
2.22 and 2.23.

As we have already seen, for this electorate, the plurality-winner
system has a C-force close to zero (0.160) when voters in the two
party primaries combined are identical to the voters in the general
election. (The system’s C-force, again, is negative if the voters in the
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Figure 2.22 Plurality Winner Distribution, High-Polarization Electorate
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Figure 2.23 LPR Winner Distribution, High-Polarization Electorate
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two primaries are more polarized than the general election voters.)
Strikingly, the C-force of Alaska’s LPR system is essentially the same:
0.163. In other words, using an “instant runoff” of this particular
type—in which the candidate with fewest first-choice votes is elimi-
nated—has no greater centripetal tendency in a highly polarized elec-
torate than a plurality-winner general election as long as those voting
in the primaries are not more polarized than each half of the overall
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electorate. Of course, the possibility that voters in partisan primaries
are more extreme than voters in nonpartisan primaries is a reason to
prefer Alaska’s new electoral system even if its LPR method is not
especially effective in counteracting extremism.

We can confirm this general point by returning to our initial three-
candidate hypothetical example. In a race where an ultramarine Demo-
crat and a scarlet Republican both have approximately 35 percent of the
first-choice votes, while the purplish independent has only around 30
percent, the LPR method will eliminate the purplish independent first,
making the “instant runoff” a choice between the two polarizing nomi-
nees of the major parties.

But there are multiple electoral systems that will elect a moderate
compromise candidate instead of a more extreme candidate, even if the
moderate is not the first choice of most voters who are evenly split
between the two more extreme candidates. Most of these alternatives
are variations of ranked-choice voting that differ from the LPR proce-
dure (although the “top-three” system described below does not use
ranked-choice ballots at all). It is worth considering several of these
alternatives, as no single one is generally considered the absolute best
in all circumstances, and different states suffering from hyperpolariza-
tion may find different systems better suited to their particular needs.

Survivor-Style RCV

The simplest of these alternatives to explain is the same as the LPR
method, except conducted in reverse order. Instead of eliminating the
candidate with the fewest first-place votes, this alternative eliminates
the candidate with the most last-place votes. As with the LPR method,
it looks to whichever candidate is ranked next on the ballots that
ranked the eliminated candidate last; in this case, next means next-to-
bottom rather than next-to-top. As with the LPR method, the elimina-
tion procedure repeats until one candidate remains as the top choice on
a majority of ballots (or only one candidate remains after all others
have been eliminated).

Labeled the “Coombs method” in the literature on electoral systems
(after the scholar who first proposed it), this system can be more
descriptively called “Survivor-style” RCV after the well-known TV
show of that name.*’ In the show, contestants are voted off the island
one at a time until only one contestant—the “sole survivor”—remains.
By using ranked-choice ballots, rather than multiple rounds of separate
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ballots, the Coombs method is simply an instantaneous form of the
Survivor-style elimination procedure.

Survivor-style RCV is well suited to redressing polarization when
voters are motivated by a desire to prevent the election of candidates
they strongly dislike and even fear.>® This negative motivation—vot-
ing against, rather than for, a particular candidate—is almost as
strong, and for many voters maybe even be stronger, than positive
motivation in favor of a particular candidate. Think, for example, of
all the voters whose main electoral motivation is to stop the election
of Donald Trump rather than to elect any particular other candidate.
Survivor-style RCV, because of how it structures instantaneous elimi-
nation, places special emphasis on these oppositional motivations of
voters to defeat particular candidates.

We can see how Survivor-style RCV works with an illustration built
on our previous example. Let’s suppose the ranked-choice ballots are
those listed in Table 2.1.

These ballots show that Purplish has 32 percent of first-choice
votes, barely behind Ultramarine (with 33 percent), but still in third
place. Thus, under the LPR method, Purplish would be eliminated; and
because the second-choice votes of Purplish’s supporters are split
evenly between the two other candidates, Scarlet would win the “instant
runoff” 51 to 49 percent.

Under Survivor-style RCV, by contrast, Ultramarine would be the
first candidate eliminated based on having the largest number of last-
choice votes. Ultramarine is the last choice of 51 percent of voters: the
35 percent who rank Scarlet first plus the 16 percent who rank Scarlet
second after Purplish. Once Ultramarine is eliminated, Purplish wins the
Survivor-style RCV election because he or she is now the top choice of
the remaining candidates on 65 percent of ballots, which is more than
the minimum majority necessary for election. (Also, after Purplish is
eliminated, Scarlet is the remaining candidate with the highest number
of last-choice votes—the same 65 percent.’!)

Table 2.1 Ranked-Choice Ballots to Illustrate Survivor-Style RCV

Percentage of Voters  First Choice Second Choice Third Choice

35 Scarlet Purplish Ultramarine
33 Ultramarine Purplish Scarlet
16 Purplish Scarlet Ultramarine

16 Purplish Ultramarine Scarlet
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In this case, Survivor-style RCV thus yields a different winner than
the LPR method, although the ranked-choice ballots are the same. More-
over, the Survivor-style method selects as the winner the moderate com-
promise candidate, whereas LPR selects a more extreme polarizing one.
The difference in outcomes is a function of how the two methods order
their similar elimination processes. By eliminating the most disliked can-
didate first, Survivor-style RCV knocks out highly polarizing politicians,
narrowing the electoral competition to candidates with broader accept-
ability among all the voters. The LPR method keeps in contention highly
polarizing politicians who have relatively strong first-choice support at
their end of the ideological spectrum but provoke very strong opposition
from the other end. This method is prone to eliminating compromise
candidates who have relatively little first-choice support but also do not
provoke widespread antipathy. Everyone’s second choice but no one’s
first choice cannot survive an LPR election, whereas this kind of con-
sensus figure would easily win a Survivor-style election.

These two electoral methods thus handle hyperpolarization in oppo-
site ways. LPR produces results that replicate extreme polarization
within the electorate. We see this quantified in the C-force of Alaska’s
LPR system, which measures 0.163 in a highly polarized electorate. By
contrast, Survivor-style RCV counteracts extreme polarization by elim-
inating especially disliked candidates until a politician remains who
commands majority support within the electorate. Because it is a “Con-
dorcet-consistent” electoral method—meaning that it will elect a candi-
date whom a majority of voters prefer to each other candidate and thus
will always elect whichever one is closest to the electorate’s median
voter—Survivor-style RCV has the same C-force as any other “Con-
dorcet-consistent” method.

In the model case of a highly polarized 50-50 electorate, any Con-
dorcet-consistent method will have a C-force of 0.479, nearly three
times that of the LPR method. Put differently, while LPR produces win-
ners who on average have a distance from the median voter of 1.683,
Condorcet-consistent methods produce winners with an average distance
from the median voter of only 1.048, meaning that such methods have a
greater capacity to yield less extreme winners even when the electorate
is highly polarized. We can see this in visualizations of the winners of
the two different systems applied to the same highly polarized electorate,
as illustrated by Figures 2.23, shown previously, and 2.24.

Thus, a state with a highly polarized electorate could employ Survivor-
style RCV in statewide elections, such as those for governor and US sen-
ator, to counteract political extremism.
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Figure 2.24 Condorcet Winner Distribution, High-Polarization Electorate
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Bottom-Two Runoff

Another Condorcet-consistent version of ranked-choice voting will also
tend to elect a compromise candidate under conditions of hyperpolar-
ization. As a Condorcet-consistent method, it too would have a C-force
of 0.479 in the model case of the highly polarized electorate. Called a
bottom-two runoff (BTR), it is similar to the LPR method—except that,
instead of eliminating the candidate with the fewest first-choice votes,
it conducts a direct head-to-head face-off between the two candidates
with the fewest first-choice votes and then eliminates whichever one is
preferred by fewer voters overall.® Like the LPR method, BTR repeats
its version of the elimination procedure until one remaining candidate is
preferred by a majority of voters.

BTR is Condorcet-compliant because it will always elect the can-
didate who would prevail against every other candidate in direct head-
to-head matchups, based on the preferences of all voters as indicated on
their ranked-choice ballots. This is true even if that candidate has the
fewest first-choice votes and thus was paired against the candidate with
the next fewest first-choice votes in the initial face-off prescribed by the
system. BTR will thus elect whichever candidate is least extreme and
polarizing. To use the same illustration as above, Purplish and Ultrama-
rine are the two candidates with the fewest first-choice votes: 32 and 33
percent, respectively, as in Table 2.2.

In a head-to-head matchup, Purplish prevails over Ultramarine 67—
33 by picking up all the second-choice votes of those who ranked Scar-
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Table 2.2 Ranked-Choice Ballots to Illustrate BTR Method

Percentage of Voters  First Choice Second Choice Third Choice

35 Scarlet Purplish Ultramarine
33 Ultramarine Purplish Scarlet
16 Purplish Scarlet Ultramarine
16 Purplish Ultramarine Scarlet

let first. Then, with Ultramarine eliminated, Purplish wins with 65 per-
cent of votes to Scarlet’s 35 percent by being ranked second by the vot-
ers who ranked Ultramarine first.

There is a fear, even among those who find the BTR method theo-
retically attractive for its propensity to elect compromise centrists, that
it could be undermined through strategic manipulation.’* Using the
same example, suppose supporters of Scarlet rank Ultramarine second
rather than Purplish, contrary to their true preferences. Then, Ultrama-
rine would defeat Purplish in the first round of the BTR process, and
Scarlet would defeat Ultramarine 51 to 49 percent (given the even split
among Purplish’s supporters in their second-choice preferences). In this
way, insincere strategic voting by Scarlet supporters undermines BTR’s
capacity to elect compromise centrists and simply replicates the polar-
izing outcome that LPR produced: a narrow 51-49 victory by Scarlet.

The Survivor-style method is less susceptible to strategic manipu-
lation. Suppose Scarlet’s supporters try the same strategy of ranking
Purplish last instead of Ultramarine. This strategy backfires under the
Survivor-style method: instead of Ultramarine being the first candidate
eliminated, as would occur if Scarlet’s supporters ranked their ballots
sincerely, Scarlet is eliminated. To see this, let’s review the ballots cast
assuming this insincere strategy (see Table 2.3).

Now, Scarlet has the most last-choice votes with 49 percent. Once
Scarlet is eliminated, Ultramarine prevails against Purplish 68 to 32
percent. This result is the worst outcome based on the true preferences
of Scarlet’s supporters, thus confirming the counterproductive nature
of this strategy.

Most-Preferred Voting

BTR has a close cousin that is significantly less susceptible to strate-
gic manipulation of this sort. Like BTR, this variation, which we call
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Table 2.3 Ranked-Choice Ballots with Strategic Voting to Illustrate
Survivor-Style RCV

Percentage of Voters First Choice Second Choice Third Choice
35 Scarlet Ultramarine Purplish
33 Ultramarine Purplish Scarlet
16 Purplish Scarlet Ultramarine
16 Purplish Ultramarine Scarlet

Note: Italics indicate transposed preferences due to strategic voting.

most-preferred voting (MPV), conducts a head-to-head face-off between
the two least-preferred candidates and eliminates whichever one is pre-
ferred by fewer voters based on all preferences indicated on all ranked-
choice ballots. And like BTR, this variation repeats this same elimination
procedure until only the winner is left.

The only difference between BTR and MPV is how the methods
define the two least-preferred candidates for the purpose of conducting
head-to-head elimination matches. Whereas BTR defines them as the
two candidates with the fewest first-choice votes, MPV defines them as
the two candidates who are ranked higher than other candidates least
often. To determine this, we can count the number of times a candidate
is ranked higher than another candidate. If there are three candidates—
as in our example of Scarlet, Ultramarine, and Purplish—a candidate
who is ranked first on a ballot is ranked higher than two other candi-
dates. A candidate who is ranked second is ranked higher than one other
candidate, and a candidate who is ranked third (or is unranked) is
ranked higher than no other candidate.

To make this calculation simple, we can give each candidate one
“preference point” for each other candidate he or she is ranked above.
Thus, being ranked first on a ballot secures two preference points, being
ranked second secures one, and being ranked third (or unranked)
secures zero. We then tally up each candidate’s preference points from
all the ballots. The two candidates with the fewest total preference
points are the two least-preferred candidates.

Then, just like BTR, this variation conducts a head-to-head face-
off between the two least-preferred candidates, eliminating the one
ranked higher on fewer ballots. The elimination process continues
until the winning candidate is preferred by more voters than the other
candidate in the final face-off. This variation is also a Condorcet-
compliant method because, as in BTR, a candidate who beats all
other candidates in head-to-head face-offs necessarily wins this elec-
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tion, whether this candidate is involved only in the final face-off or any
number of previous ones.

This variation is also normatively attractive insofar as it ensures
that the candidate most preferred by the electorate will win. The final
face-off in the procedure necessarily includes whichever candidate
receives the most total preference points based on all the rankings on all
the ballots. This candidate will also win the election unless another can-
didate is ranked higher by more voters (an unlikely but possible out-
come). A candidate who beats the candidate with the most overall prefer-
ence points head-to-head has a better claim to being the most preferred:
between the two, more voters prefer this candidate. Thus, MPV truly
elects the most-preferred candidate and for this reason can properly be
called most-preferred voting.*

For anyone attracted to BTR for its simplicity, MPV emulates that
attractiveness as much as possible while being far less susceptible to
strategic manipulation. To use the example from before, suppose again
that Scarlet’s supporters rank Ultramarine second rather than third in the
hopes of avoiding the election of Purplish (see Table 2.4).

This insincere strategy works in a BTR system, but it fails in an
MPYV one. To see this, we first calculate the preference points for
each candidate:

Scarlet: 70 + 16 = 86
Ultramarine: 66 + 35 =101
Purplish: 64 + 33 =97

Scarlet and Purplish are the two candidates with the least preference
points, and Purplish beats Scarlet in the initial head-to-head 65-35.
Then, Ultramarine beats Purplish 68-32. Thus, not only does Scarlet
fail to win the election, but Ultramarine prevails over Purplish when
this insincere strategy is employed—a worse outcome in light of the

Table 2.4 Ranked-Choice Ballots with Strategic Voting to
lllustrate MPV Method

Percentage of Voters First Choice Second Choice Third Choice
35 Scarlet Ultramarine Purplish
33 Ultramarine Purplish Scarlet
16 Purplish Scarlet Ultramarine
16 Purplish Ultramarine Scarlet

Note: Italics indicate transposed preferences due to strategic voting.
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true preferences of Scarlet’s supporters. In this respect, strategic voting
backfires under MPV, as it does under Survivor-style RCV.

Moreover, it is generally harder for candidates to figure out what
might offer a strategic advantage under MPV, as opposed to BTR. The
reason for this is that candidates need reliable polling only on first-
choice preferences to determine the order of the head-to-head elimina-
tion rounds in a BTR system. By contrast, candidates need reliable
polling on all the rankings on all the ballots to predict the preference
points that will determine the order of the head-to-head elimination
rounds under MPV. In a real-world election, especially one involving
four or five candidates rather than three, it will be exceedingly difficult
to make reliable predictions about each candidate’s total number of pref-
erence points. Thus, voters may be more inclined to simply rank their
ballots honestly to avoid the risk of an insincere strategy backfiring and
causing a worse outcome from the perspective of their true preferences.’®

A “Final Five” Form of Most-Preferred Voting

In considering alternative versions of ranked-choice voting, we have
repeatedly invoked the same three-candidate hypothetical election
involving two polarizing major-party candidates and a more moderate
independent or third-party nominee somewhere in between the two
extremes. But unless the electoral system is designed so that the general
election is limited to only three candidates that emerge from some sort
of primary election process, the ultimate choice that voters face will not
always—or even often—be confined to just three candidates. We need
to consider the possibility that voters will cast a ballot listing a larger
number of candidates, and thus we must analyze how alternative ver-
sions of ranked-choice voting would handle a hyperpolarized electorate
faced with this wider array of options.

For example, we can imagine voters in a general election choosing
between five candidates seeking the same statewide office. Nevada is in
the process of adopting this kind of electoral system, having voted for it
once and now awaiting another referendum to confirm it.” If this meas-
ure takes effect, it will employ the LPR method of ranked-choice voting.
But it is possible to imagine that Nevada—or another state—could instead
implement a “final-five” system with a different version of ranked-choice
voting, including MPV. These two forms of the “final-five” system would
diverge sharply in their treatment of the same highly polarized electorate.>®

Imagine a “final-five” election with one candidate from each of the
five partisan “lanes”—or “hues” of partisanship—identified at the out-
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set: Ultramarine, Blue, Purple, Red, and Scarlet. Suppose in this highly
polarized electorate, the percentage of first-choice preferences among
voters is as follows:

Ultramarine: 30 percent
Blue: 15 percent
Purple: 10 percent
Red: 16 percent
Scarlet: 29 percent

Suppose further, for sake of simplicity, that all 45 percent of voters
who most prefer one of the Democrats (of either hue of blue) have as
their second choice the other Democrat and that their preferences are
otherwise linear in terms of degrees of partisan distance from the two
Democrats. Conversely, the 45 percent of voters who most prefer one of
the Republicans (of either shade of red) have as their second choice the
other Republican, and they too have remaining preferences that are lin-
ear in terms of partisan distance from the two Republicans. Let’s sup-
pose that the voters who prefer Purple split slightly in favor of Repub-
licans over Democrats but that they all prefer the more moderate Red
and Blue major-party candidates over the more extreme Scarlet and
Ultramarine candidates. Table 2.5 lists the ranked-choice ballots that
result from those suppositions.

With these ballots, Scarlet wins the election using the LPR method.
Purple is eliminated first,*® then Blue, then Red, and finally Scarlet defeats
Ultramarine 51 to 49 percent despite starting out with a smaller share of
first-choice votes. In this way, LPR can elevate a more extreme candidate
with very little first-choice support in a highly polarized election.®

By contrast, with these same ballots, MPV (like any Condorcet-
compliant system) will elect Purple as the compromise candidate most
representative of the highly polarized electorate’s overall preferences—

Table 2.5 Ranked-Choice Ballots in a “Final Five” Election with MPV

Percentage First Second Third Fourth Fifth
of Voters Choice Choice Choice Choice Choice
30 Ultramarine Blue Purple Red Scarlet
15 Blue Ultramarine  Purple Red Scarlet
4 Purple Blue Red Ultramarine  Scarlet
6 Purple Red Blue Scarlet  Ultramarine
16 Red Scarlet Purple Blue Ultramarine

29 Scarlet Red Purple Blue Ultramarine
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taking into account all the preferences indicated on each voter’s ranked-
choice ballot, from first choices through last choices. MPV does this by
first calculating the total number of preference points for each candidate:

Ultramarine: 120 + 45 +4 =169
Blue: 60 + 90 + 12 + 12 + 45 =219
Purple: 40 + 90 + 90 = 220

Red: 64 + 105 + 8 + 45 =222
Scarlet: 116 +48 + 6 =170

Given these totals, the first head-to-head matchup is between Ultra-
marine and Scarlet, which Scarlet wins 51-49. The second head-to-head
is between Scarlet and Blue, which Blue wins 55-45. The third head-to-
head is between Blue and Purple, which Purple wins 55-45.

The fourth and final head-to-head in the MPV procedure is between
Purple and Red. Purple wins 55-45 and thus wins the election. This
example is unusual in that the candidate with the most total preference
points (Red) is preferred by fewer voters than another candidate (Pur-
ple). But because Purple is the candidate more voters preferred com-
pared to any other in one-on-one matchups, it is the candidate that
should prevail according to this method and its underlying philosophy.

Thus, the “final-five” system produces very different outcomes with
the same set of ballots depending upon whether it uses the LPR method
or a Condorcet-compliant method such as MPV. LPR elects one of the
two most polarizing candidates, Scarlet, who loses head-to-head against
every other candidate except Ultramarine and does not receive even 30
percent of first-choice votes. By contrast, MPV elects the least polariz-
ing and most consensual candidate, Purple, whom more voters prefer
compared to any of the alternatives.

This sharp divergence in outcome between these two methods is
hardly an isolated instance. Rather, computer-simulated elections show a
clear and pronounced pattern of divergence between the two systems. As
we have seen (and summarized in Table 2.6), these computer simulations
show a higher divergence in C-force scores between these two methods
in a high-polarization electorate than in a low-polarization electorate.

The same type of computer simulations can also be conducted for
profiles of the electorates in each of the fifty states. These profiles are
constructed using available social science data on the partisan prefer-
ences of voters in each state,®! and the computer simulated elections can
be conducted using both methods. When 100,000 simulated elections
are conducted for each state using each method, we see the same pattern
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Table 2.6 Comparison of C-Force Scores Between LPR and
MPV Methods in Simulated Elections

C-Force, LPR C-Force, MPV C-Force Difference

Low polarization 0.517 0.751 0.234
High polarization 0.163 0.479 0.316

of divergence: the difference between C-force scores for LPR and MPV
is largest in the most highly polarized states. In other words, the more
polarized the state’s electorate, the greater the difference in moderating
extremism between the two methods of determining winners from the
same ranked-choice ballots.

Take Nevada, for example.®? It is the third-most polarized state, as
measured by the average distance of its voters from its median voter (v):
0.293. Nevada is also the state for which the difference in C-force for
these two electoral methods is the largest.®> With LPR, the average dis-
tance of winners from the median voter (w) is 0.227, yielding a C-force
of 0.225. With MPV, the average distance of winners from the median
voter (w) is 0.147, yielding a C-force of 0.498—a difference in C-force
0f 0.273.%* We can see this difference in visualizations of Nevada’s elec-
torate, LPR (typical IRV) winners, and MPV (Condorcet) winners, as
depicted in Figure 2.25.

The same point applies to Arizona, the fourth-most polarized state,*
where v = 0.292. LPR produces a w of 0.224 and a C-force of 0.232,
whereas MPV produces a w of 0.148 and a C-force of 0.494. Figure
2.26 contains the visualizations of these results for Arizona.

The same point also applies to highly polarized states that are not
evenly divided, such as Nevada or Arizona, but instead lean heavily to
the right. Mississippi, for example, is actually the most polarized
state, measured by the average distance of all its voters from the
state’s median voter (v): 0.296. For Mississippi, LPR elects winners
with an average distance from the median voter (w) of 0.203, for a C-
force of 0.313,° whereas MPV elects winners with a much smaller w
of 0.129, for a much higher C-force of 0.562. The difference in C-
force is 0.250, the fifth-largest C-force gap in the nation between
these two methods of ranked-choice voting. With Mississippi’s visual-
izations, in Figure 2.27, we can see both systems producing winners
on the right side of the spectrum, but MPV, as a Condorcet-compliant
system, on average produces winners far less extreme than LPR (the
basic instant-runoff method):
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If we plot each state’s C-force score for these two electoral methods
in relationship to each state’s degree of polarization, we see that a
state’s C-force for LPR drops sharply as the state’s level of polarization
rises, as shown in Figure 2.28.%7

By contrast, a state’s C-force score for MPV drops much less
sharply as a state’s polarization increases (Figure 2.29).

Putting these two plots together, we see that the difference in C-
force between LPR and MPV rises rapidly as the degree of a state’s
polarization increases (Figure 2.30).

Figure 2.25 Voters and Election Winners in Nevada
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Figure 2.26 Voters and Election Winners in Arizona
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Figure 2.27 Voters and Election Winners in Mississippi
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Figure 2.28 Electorate Polarization Versus LPR C-Force
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Figure 2.29 Electorate Polarization Versus Condorcet C-Force
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Figure 2.30 C-Force Difference (Condorcet Minus LPR)
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This relationship suggests that states with especially high levels of
polarization would be particularly well-advised to consider the differ-
ences between LPR and MPV if and when they contemplate the adoption
of a “final-four” or “final-five” system with ranked-choice voting (as
Alaska has done and Nevada is doing). If a goal of this electoral reform
is to reduce the frequency with which more extreme candidates win elec-
tions in such states, the sharp difference in C-force scores between the
two methods of ranked-choice voting is a reason to consider whether
adopting MPV rather than LPR would be more effective.®®

One may wonder whether it is really desirable to elect a candidate for
an important statewide office—say, governor or US senator—who, out of
five finalist candidates, receives first-choice rankings of only 10 percent of
all voters (as in our example above). That seems counterintuitive, given
the electoral tradition of the United States. But is it really worse, in terms
of representational fairness for all votes, than the outcome produced by the
LPR method from the same set of ballots? That method, as we saw, pro-
duced a winner who had only 29 percent of first-choice votes—more than
10 percent to be sure, but nowhere near a majority, and not even the largest
share, since Ultramarine had 30 percent but was leapfrogged by Scarlet.
Between the two alternative methods, it would seem that MPV does a bet-
ter job overall by taking account of all the preferences of all the voters—
including the tribal desires of Democrats that more extreme Republicans
do not win, and vice versa—than the LPR method. Yes, it lets a 10 percent
first-choice candidate win by building coalitions on both sides, but that is
preferable to a method that lets another relatively unpopular candidate pre-
vail through solely one-sided support.®

Which candidate, once in office, is better positioned to govern on
behalf of the electorate as a whole? Arguably, the moderate will pursue
policies more broadly acceptable to the entire electorate, even if those
policies are the first choice of relatively few voters. An extreme candi-
date, by contrast, will likely endeavor to pull policy toward the extreme,
tending to alienate a large portion of the electorate and please only a
narrow segment that forms their base of support.”’ The United States
has certainly experienced the consequences of extremists attempting to
dictate legislative outcomes, as exhibited by the collapse of Rep. Kevin
McCarthy’s speakership in the House of Representatives and the ensu-
ing elevation of a Speaker who comes from the more extreme wing of
his party.”! Thus, for anyone concerned about the capacity of Congress
to reach legislative compromises to address the nation’s pressing prob-
lems, MPV may be a particularly attractive electoral method to employ
in more polarized states.”



Ballot Structures 65

RCV Under Conditions of
Asymmetrical Partisan Polarization

Our previous hypothetical examples, in order to illustrate basic principles,
have been structured so that partisan polarization is roughly symmetrical:
the spectrum that runs from blue to ultramarine is roughly as long as the
spectrum that runs from red to scarlet. But as we saw above, the actual
partisan polarization that has occurred in the United States over the last
several decades has not been symmetrical. Although there has been polar-
ization among both Democrats and Republicans, the shift toward the
extreme has been much greater among Republicans than Democrats. One
consequence is that many recent elections have exhibited a three-way
split between a traditionally moderate Democrat, an extreme MAGA
Republican, and a more moderate traditional Republican.

In this situation, deciding what method of ranked-choice voting to
use has significant implications. In circumstances where the MAGA
Republican is too extreme for the electorate’s median voter, using the
lowest-plurality runoff system to tabulate ranked-choice ballots will
tend to cause the traditional Democrat to win. By contrast, with the
same ranked-choice ballots, if the electorate overall is slightly more red
than blue, then the use of most-preferred voting will tend to elect the
more moderate traditional Republican.

Here is a set of hypothetical ranked-choice ballots that will illustrate
this point. Suppose the three candidates are Blue (the traditional Demo-
crat), Scarlet (the extreme MAGA Republican), and Crimson (a more
moderate Republican like Senator Mitt Romney). Imagine the ranked-
choice ballots involving these three candidates are listed in Table 2.7.

With these ballots, LPR elects Blue: Crimson is eliminated first;
then Blue prevails over Scarlet 51-49. This is true even though only 40
percent of first-choice votes were cast for the Democrat, while 60 per-
cent of first-choice votes were cast for either of the two Republicans.

Table 2.7 Ranked-Choice Ballots to Illustrate Difference Between

LPR and MPV
Percentage of Voters First Choice Second Choice Third Choice
40 Blue Crimson Scarlet
11 Crimson Blue Scarlet
14 Crimson Scarlet Blue

35 Scarlet Crimson Blue




66  Edward B. Foley

The reason is that Scarlet is extreme enough that a significant fraction
(although not a majority) of Crimson’s supporters cross party lines to
make Blue rather than Scarlet their second choice.

But if MPV—or any Condorcet-consistent procedure—is the method
for tabulating these same ranked-choice ballots, then Crimson wins the
election, defeating both Blue and Scarlet head-to-head. Thus, one of the
two Republican candidates—the more moderate one—wins or loses
depending on which tabulation method is used.

Something very similar to this hypothetical happened when Alaska
first used its ranked-choice voting procedure in a 2022 special election
for the state’s single congressional seat. The three candidates were Mary
Peltola, a traditionally moderate Democrat; Sarah Palin, an extreme
Trump-endorsed MAGA Republican; and Nick Begich, a more tradi-
tional Republican. Peltola received 40 percent of first-choice votes,
while the two Republicans split the remaining 60 percent, with Palin
receiving more than Begich. Thus, under the LPR method, Begich was
the first candidate eliminated. Palin got more of the second-choice votes
from those who ranked Begich first, but Peltola received just enough of
those second-choice votes from Begich’s supporters to narrowly beat
Palin 51.5 to 48.5 percent.

Democrats saw this result as a triumph of RCV’s power to defeat an
extremist like Palin. Republicans, however, saw it as a reason to repu-
diate RCV entirely: their two candidates got 60 percent of first-choice
votes, and yet the Democrat won the seat. That result, from their per-
spective, meant that RCV was inherently flawed.

The problem was not the use of ranked-choice ballots, however.
The problem was the particular tabulation method used to identify the
winner from those ranked-choice ballots. The more moderate Republi-
can in the race, Begich, was the Condorcet winner: he defeated both
Peltola and Palin head-to-head. Yet he was the first to be eliminated
with the use of LPR. Republicans were understandably upset about the
unfairness of that outcome.

Unfortunately, Republicans have overreacted in their opposition to
ranked-choice voting. Instead of condemning the particular tabulation
method, they have attacked RCV in general without differentiating
among tabulation methods. The Republican National Committee
adopted a resolution “call[ing] on Congress, state legislatures, and
voters to oppose ranked choice voting in every locality and level of
government.” Elected Republicans in various states have heeded this
call and enacted or introduced legislation aimed at prohibiting the use
of RCV.
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The point here is not to advance an electoral method that favors one
party or the other. Rather, the point is to identify the method that is
fairest to all voters, regardless of their party affiliation or degree of par-
tisanship. With respect to single-seat elections, the class of electoral
methods that are Condorcet-consistent can be reasonably deemed the
fairest because, by electing the candidate whom a majority prefers com-
pared to every other candidate, these methods leave the fewest voters on
the losing side of the outcome.

As we have seen, various forms of RCV are Condorcet-consistent,
even though LPR is not. Thus, there is no need to object to RCV cate-
gorically. But insofar as some states may remain adamantly opposed to
RCYV, it is still possible to implement a Condorcet-consistent electoral
method without using RCV at all.

A “Top-Three” General Election Without RCV

States wishing to reduce the risk of extreme winners in statewide elec-
tions without using any form of ranked-choice voting may wish to con-
sider a “top-three” variation on California’s “top-two” system. Califor-
nia’s system, to recall, uses a nonpartisan primary (of the same type as
Alaska’s “top-four” system) to determine the two candidates who will
proceed to the general election. It would be possible to use the same kind
of nonpartisan primary but advance to the general election the three can-
didates who receive the most votes, rather than just the top two.

In the general election, voters would then express their preference
between each pair of the three candidates: A versus B, A versus C, and B
versus C. A candidate who receives more votes against each opponent in
the general would win the election. For instance, if more voters prefer
both B to A and B to C, then B wins. In this case, the procedure elects
the Condorcet winner among the three general election finalists.”

There is, of course, a chance that one candidate is preferred by more
voters over one of his or her general election opponents but not the other.
In other words, more voters might prefer A to B, B to C, and C to A. In
this case, there needs to be a rule for breaking a three-way tie.

Two straightforward tiebreaker rules are possible. One is simply
to count all the votes that each candidate receives across all three sets
of pairwise preferences, and the candidate with highest total number
of votes wins.”

The other simple rule for breaking the tie is to elect the candidate
whose single pairwise defeat has the smallest margin. Suppose A beats
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B, 55-45; B beats C, 53-47; and C beats A, 51-49. In this case, A’s
margin of defeat against C, 2 points, is the smallest of the three margins
of defeat, making A the winner according to this tiebreaker rule, which
in the electoral science literature is (rather unhelpfully) called “mini-
max.”” One normatively attractive quality of this ticbreaker rule is that
it identifies the candidate closest to being the Condorcet winner when
there isn’t one: because it elects the candidate with the narrowest mar-
gin of defeat, it chooses the winner who comes closest to being pre-
ferred by a majority of voters over each other opponent. This attribute
of the rule causes it to elect whichever of the three candidates is least
divisive—or, to put the point more positively, is most unifying.

It is easy to see how this “top-three” system would counteract
extremism. If two of the three finalists are relatively extreme but the
third is not, the third is most likely to be preferred by more voters in
head-to-head matchups against the other two and thus win the election.
This is true whether the two more extreme candidates are on opposite
sides of the third candidate or on one side of the partisan divide with the
third closer to the electorate’s median voter (either on the same or the
opposite side of the partisan divide). In other words, in an electorate
where the median voter is exactly Purple—equidistant from Blue and
Red—the candidate closest to Purple, whether more Violet or more
Fuchsia, will win, regardless of whether the other candidates are two
more extreme shades of Blue, two more extreme shades of Red, or one
extreme shade of Blue and one extreme shade of Red.

If this kind of “top three” system were adopted in states or dis-
tricts where extreme candidates are currently able to win under the
conventional electoral system of partisan primaries and plurality-win-
ner general elections, moderate candidates would be more likely to
prevail. Consider the cases of North Carolina and Ohio. In both states,
an extreme election denier endorsed by Trump won the 2022 US Sen-
ate election: former Representative Ted Budd in North Carolina, who
had promoted Trump’s election denialism in the House, and J. D.
Vance in Ohio, who embraced election denialism and other extreme
positions in order to obtain Trump’s endorsement in the state’s Repub-
lican primary. Both candidates defeated their Democratic opponents in
the conventional plurality-winner general election, and both would
have prevailed even if their states had used California’s “top-two” sys-
tem or Alaska’s “top-four” system with its lowest-plurality runoff pro-
cedure. But if these states had used the kind of “top-three” system
described here, less extreme Republicans would have had a better
chance of winning instead.”®
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In North Carolina, the extremist Budd defeated former governor
Pat McCrory, a much more moderate Republican, in the primary. But if
the state had used this “top-three” system with its nonpartisan primary,
McCrory would have advanced to the general election along with Budd
and the Democrat. In the general, McCrory almost certainly would
have won: voters who preferred the Democrat to Budd (47 percent of
the electorate) would have preferred McCrory to Budd, and voters who
preferred Budd to the Democrat would also have preferred McCrory to
the Democrat. Thus, McCrory would have been preferred by more vot-
ers when paired against both opponents and therefore prevailed in the
“top-three” system.

Similarly, if Ohio had used the “top-three” system in 2022, the
broadly popular incumbent, Rob Portman, would have been able to run
for reelection without having to compete in a Republican primary dom-
inated by Trump and his extremist MAGA supporters. In a “top-three”
nonpartisan primary, Portman easily would have secured a spot on the
general election ballot, along with Vance and the Democrat. Compared
directly against Vance, Portman almost certainly would have been pre-
ferred by more voters, as the Democrat’s supporters (also 47 percent of
the electorate) would prefer the more moderate Portman to extremist
Vance. Portman also would have been preferred by more voters com-
pared to the Democrat, since Vance’s supporters would prefer Portman
to the Democrat. Thus, the “top-three” system would have allowed
more moderate Republicans to win the 2022 US Senate elections in
Ohio and North Carolina.”’

The same point applies to House of Representative seats. Consider
Arizona’s second congressional district. In 2022, another Trump-
endorsed election denier, Eli Crane, won the GOP primary against a
more moderate Republican and then went on to win the general elec-
tion against the Democrat. Crane would become one of the most
extreme members of the House GOP caucus, where he was one of
eight Republicans led by Matt Gaetz to topple Kevin McCarthy’s
speakership. But if Arizona had used the “top-three” system, the more
moderate Republican most likely would have won the general election
against both Crane and the Democrat.”®

Used nationwide for congressional elections, the “top-three” sys-
tem would tend to send fewer extremists to Congress. Overall, this
would lead to a greater capacity to compromise, pass legislation, and
govern in the national interest. It would also significantly reduce the
likelihood of extremists in Congress, especially in the House of Repre-
sentatives, engaging in the kind of antidemocracy behavior that former
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representative Liz Cheney has warned could occur if a leading election
denier retains the speakership after the 2024 elections.”

This “top-three” system obviously comes with the cost of making
voters in the general election vote three times to elect the winner of a sin-
gle office. But this cost should be weighed against the benefit of effec-
tively counteracting extremism, particularly if one seeks an alternative to
ranked-choice voting. Both methods involve trade-offs. Ranked-choice
voting makes it much easier for voters to select among more than three
candidates. In an election with four candidates, a Condorcet-consistent
election without ranked-choice ballots would require six direct pairwise
comparisons, a prohibitive burden to impose on voters. But insofar as a
choice among the top three candidates in a nonpartisan primary is suffi-
cient to avoid the election of extremists—as indicated by the North Car-
olina, Ohio, and Arizona examples—having voters make three direct pair-
wise comparisons is not significantly more burdensome than having
voters rank three candidates in order of preference.

Apart from the task of casting the ballot, the “top-three” system is
easier for voters to understand than ranked-choice voting. It is also eas-
ier for election administrators to compute and for voters to follow on
election night. As votes are counted, the running tally of A versus B, A
versus C, and B versus C is reported. It is therefore easy to see imme-
diately if one candidate is ahead of both opponents (or if a tiebreaker
will be necessary). The “top-three” system requires no complicated cal-
culation process involving the transfer of ballots from one candidate to
another after candidates are eliminated, as required by a ranked-choice
voting procedure.

This is not to say the “top-three” system is superior to ranked-choice
voting. Some states might prefer the former, while others might prefer a
version of the latter. Both are capable of counteracting extremism when
coupled with the kind of nonpartisan primary used in California and
Alaska—especially if the form of ranked-choice voting used elects Con-
dorcet winners, as does the direct “top-three” system. Given their roles
as laboratories of democracy, states can experiment with these different
systems for avoiding the election of extremist candidates and learn
through experience the detailed pros and cons of each alternative.

The Role of Parties in a Nonpartisan Primary System

Whether a state adopts a “top-four” or “top-five” nonpartisan primary as
in Alaska or potentially Nevada, or instead the kind of “top-three” non-
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partisan primary just discussed, there remains the question of how polit-
ical parties interact with the chosen system. The nonpartisan primary can
permit candidates to list the political party with which they are affiliated
(as they do in California and Alaska). The nonpartisan primary could
also permit candidates to indicate if they have been endorsed or nomi-
nated by their party in a preprimary party procedure, such as a caucus or
a convention. A state could even permit a form of “fusion voting” in
which a candidate’s name could appear on the ballot—in either the pri-
mary, the general election, or both—as endorsed or nominated by more
than one party.

Thus, the decision to use a nonpartisan primary does not by itself
dictate the specific relationship between political parties and the elec-
toral system. The nonpartisan primary functions essentially as the first
round of a two-round electoral system operated by the government, sim-
ilar to the two-round system that France uses for its presidential and
national legislative elections. Political parties operate robustly in France,
where voters know which candidates are endorsed or nominated by
which parties for both rounds of the two-round system. The same could
be true of a well-structured two-round system in the United States.

There remains the question of how many candidates should appear
on the nonpartisan primary ballot and what method or rule should be
used to determine their qualification. Forty-eight candidates participated
in Alaska’s first “top-four” primary, a special election to fill the state’s
single congressional seat, and thirty or more candidates often run in
California’s “top-two” primaries.®* That is far too many candidates for
voters to reasonably evaluate.

States could modernize the procedures by which candidates qualify
for nonpartisan primary ballots, adopting an online system for electronic
signature gathering to replace the old-fashioned pen-and-paper method
currently employed. No aspect of today’s electoral process is more anti-
quated than signature gathering for ballot access. A candidate’s support-
ers, using their smartphones or tablets, could still go door-to-door to col-
lect electronic signatures from registered voters. But registered voters
could also go online themselves to sign any candidate’s petition. Because
signatures are not secret ballots, gathering them online does not raise the
same internet security concerns as online voting.

States could set a reasonable threshold for the number of online
signatures needed to qualify for the nonpartisan primary ballot. In a
“top-four” or “top-five” system, a state might wish to have no more
than a dozen or so candidates on the primary ballot, from which voters
would winnow the field to four or five for the general election. For a
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“top-three” system, a state might wish to have no more than ten candi-
dates in the primary.

A state could aim for these targets by setting the required number
of signatures accordingly and adjusting them if necessary. For exam-
ple, if a requirement of signatures from 1 percent of registered voters
produced too many candidates, the state could raise the threshold to 2
percent or even higher for future elections. The Supreme Court upheld
a 5 percent requirement before the invention of the internet,®' and
given the convenience of an online signature-gathering system—which
would allow any candidate to post his or her petition—any threshold
reasonably tailored to the state’s target number of candidates would
pass constitutional muster.

What voting procedure should be used in the nonpartisan primary
itself to determine which candidates advance to the general election? In
a “top-four” or “top-five” system that uses a form of ranked-choice
voting in the general election, it would also be possible to use RCV in
the nonpartisan primary to narrow the field to the specified number of
finalists. Both lowest-plurality runoff and most-preferred voting could
be adapted for this kind of nonpartisan primary. Doing so would tend
to reduce the risk of extremists making it onto the general election bal-
lot, especially if MPV were the particular method of RCV employed
for this purpose.

But in a state that decided to adopt the direct “top-three” system
described above in order to avoid using RCV in the general election, it
seems unlikely that any form of RCV would be the preferred method for
the nonpartisan primary.®? If this is the case, the simplest procedure for
the state to employ in the primary would be traditional plurality voting:
voters select the one candidate they most prefer, and the candidates with
the most votes advance to the general election. This is the procedure that
both California and Alaska currently use for their nonpartisan primaries—
California to identify two candidates for the general election and Alaska
to identify four.

The “top-three” system could use exactly the same procedure to
identify three finalists for the general election. Although there is some
risk in an especially polarized primary electorate that the top three can-
didates will all be extreme partisans from either or both sides of the par-
tisan divide, the examples from the 2022 election described above indi-
cate that this risk is fairly low. Much more likely is that one of the three
finalists will be relatively moderate, and this more moderate candidate
will prevail against two more extreme opponents. Or, if two candidates
are fairly moderate and only one extreme, as was often true of the top
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three candidates in the 2022 midterms, then at least one of the more
moderate candidates would win and the sole extremist among the three
finalists would not be elected.

Thus, a nonpartisan primary, whether part of a “top-four” or “top-
five” system with RCV or a “top-three” system without RCV, can help
protect against the election of extremists. But for states that insist on
retaining partisan primaries, there is another possibility to discuss.

Party-Based RCV System

Rather than qualifying candidates for the general election ballot, an
electoral system could qualify political parties. In a “top-five” system,
that is, the top five qualifying parties could appear on the general elec-
tion ballot, with the names of candidates listed only because they are
party nominees. The parties could make their nominations through a
primary or convention (or perhaps some other means). The nominated
candidates would then be on the ballot by virtue of their parties having
earned a spot that they are entitled to fill.

Maine operates something like this party-based RCV system.?? Par-
ties can qualify for the general election ballot, but so too can independ-
ent candidates. There is no specific limit on the number of parties or
candidates that can qualify for the general election ballot. Rather, par-
ties or candidates can qualify through separate threshold requirements.
Whatever the number of candidates on the ballot, the lowest-plurality
runoff form of RCV is used to elect the winner.

Maine’s experience with this relatively new system is limited and thus
gives us only a rudimentary sense of its capacity to promote moderation.
The dominance of the two major political parties in Maine, as elsewhere
in the United States, suggests that this version of RCV has only a mod-
est capacity to counteract creeping polarization and extremism. As indi-
cated above, a new centrist third party would not be competitive in
Maine’s system—with its use of LPR—unless the party’s share of first-
choice votes threatened to become large enough to move it into second
place ahead of one of the two main parties.®*

Nonetheless, using LPR rather than simple plurality voting within
Maine’s party-based system may cause the two major parties to stay
closer to the center than they otherwise would.® Doing so would tend to
keep the creation of a centrist third party in check. Moreover, LPR would
reduce the pressure on major parties and their candidates to cater to the
political extremes on either side, because as long as first-choice support
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for extremist parties stayed below that for Democrats and Republicans,
then the process would eliminate the extremist party nominees and make
the final choice between the Democrat and the Republican.

If polarization in a Maine-style system gets to the point where the
two dominant parties are at the extreme ends of the political spectrum—
say the twenty-yard lines or even closer to the end zones—and one or
more third parties occupy the center but cannot attract enough support
even through the LPR process to leapfrog either of the two extremist par-
ties, it may be necessary to consider MPV (or some other Condorcet-
compliant form of RCV) as a way to prevent elections from boiling
down to a choice between these two extremist parties. MPV would be a
suitable substitute for LPR in a Maine-style system, and regardless of
how candidates qualify for the general election ballot, it could be used to
determine the winner from the ranked-choice ballots.

For those who believe it is important to organize electoral competi-
tion around political parties rather than candidates, modifying Maine’s
version of RCV to employ MPV rather than LPR would open up the
system to more centrist parties. To win over the median voter under the
MPV procedure, parties and their nominees could not stray too far from
the center of the electorate. If the Democrats and Republicans opened
up a hole in the middle, another party would be able to fill it. If the
Democrats and Republicans moved back toward the center in order to
avoid the emergence of a competitive third party, the effect would still
be to return electoral competition to between the forty-yard lines.

Fusion Voting Within an RCV System

It is also possible to incorporate fusion voting within a party-based
ranked-choice voting system such as Maine’s. Fusion voting permits a
candidate on the general election ballot to be the nominee of more than
one political party. All the votes cast for the candidate count toward his
or her vote total regardless of which party nomination the voter chooses
to support when casting the ballot. The same principle could apply
when tallying preferences for a candidate on a ranked ballot—although
it would be necessary to have a clear ballot design that prevents voters
from attempting to give the same candidate two different rankings.
Some have advocated fusion voting in a simple plurality-winner elec-
toral system, without ranked ballots, as a way to counteract polarization.®
The theory is that in a fusion voting system a new middle-of-the-road
party—Ilet’s call it the Moderate Party—could act as a kind of broker, co-
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nominating whichever major-party nominee stayed closer to the center of
the electorate. The hope would be that some voters, who would not vote
for a candidate labeled as a Democrat or a Republican, would be willing
to vote for the same candidate if co-labeled as a Moderate.

While the idea is attractive in principle, there is little evidence that
it would have a significant effect in practice. New York and Connecti-
cut have used fusion voting for decades, but no Moderate Party has
formed there to play this kind of brokering role. Instead, fusion voting
has permitted more extreme parties—to the left of Democrats and to
the right of Republicans—to play a leveraging role that risks pulling
the major parties away from the center of the electorate rather than
toward the middle.

In an RCV system, however, a different form of fusion might exert
a more powerful centripetal effect. If a Moderate Party formed a fusion
alliance with either the Democrats or the Republicans, they might be
able to convince their respective voters to rank each other’s preferred
candidate second while still ranking their favored candidate first. In an
RCYV system with lowest-plurality runoff, if the Moderate Party’s most-
preferred candidate were to be eliminated first, the alliance might cause
all the ballots ranking that candidate first to be transferred to the other
party in the alliance. The attractiveness of this alliance might tend to
pull the two major parties closer to the center than fusion voting would
in a simple plurality-winner system.

A fusion alliance in an electoral system with most-preferred voting
would likely have an even greater centripetal effect. If the Moderate
Party and the Democrats, for example, convinced their supporters to rank
each other’s nominees first and second, it would be difficult for parties
on the right side of the spectrum to prevail in a Condorcet-compliant
system like MPV. Of course, the same holds true in the opposite direc-
tion: if the Moderate Party entered a fusion alliance with Republicans, it
would be hard for Democrats to win. Thus, a new centrist party would be
an especially effective powerbroker in the context of a Condorcet-
compliant system that facilitated this kind of fusion alliance.

A form of fusion voting could also be incorporated into an electoral
system like California’s “top-two” system. Parties could nominate can-
didates prior to the first round of this two-round system. Then, if a
party’s nominee did not advance to the final round, that party could
enter a fusion alliance with whichever advancing party’s nominee it pre-
ferred. Thus, if the Moderate Party’s candidate did not make it to the
final round, the party could co-endorse whichever “top-two” finalist it
considered most moderate. This kind of fusion in a “top-two” system
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would also have the greatest effect in offsetting polarization if the pro-
cedure for determining which “top-two” candidates advance to the final
round is not a simple plurality vote but rather some form of RCV. If
MPYV is used in the first round of this system, the candidate with the
most preference points will be one of the “top-two” finalists, a sign of
being broadly acceptable to the entire electorate, and the other candidate
will either have the second-most preference points or will have
advanced through the elimination process by being preferred each time
by more voters than the other candidate in contention.

Conclusion

Political polarization may reach a point where no electoral system can
save a society from tearing itself apart. The United States arguably
reached that point in the 1850s, in the lead-up to the Civil War, and
some citizens—and even political scientists—fear that partisan animos-
ity is once again reaching an unsustainable level.

The exploration of alternative electoral systems in this chapter is
premised on the proposition that, as long as polarization has not yet
reached a breaking point, our systems for aggregating electoral prefer-
ences and determining the winners of elections can be reformed to
counteract, at least to some degree, the centrifugal forces pushing the
two sides ever further apart.

There is no single electoral system that all states should adopt to
counteract the rise of political extremism. Instead, there is a family of
alternative electoral systems, each of which has the capacity to counter-
act polarization and extremism to varying degrees, and each of which
involves its own particular set of policy trade-offs.?” Some of these
alternatives may be easier for the public to understand and accept than
others—a factor that must be a key consideration apart from whatever
theoretical benefits a system may have.

The “top-three” system offers considerable advantages, including
its straightforward accessibility to voters and its simplicity to adminis-
ter and report. Voters need not bother with the complexities associated
with various forms of ranked-choice voting. Among the forms of RCV
that counteract the effect of polarization, the Survivor-style Coombs
method is probably the most accessible to the average citizen because of
its similarity to the TV show’s elimination method. The most-preferred
voting method is arguably superior in terms of its ability to elect the
candidate who performs the best against the competition, but insofar as
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it is less familiar and harder to comprehend, it may on balance be less
attractive than the Survivor-style method.®®

Different states suffer from different degrees of polarization. Each
state has its own unique electoral profile, although some share similar-
ities.® Thus, different states reasonably may wish to make different
choices regarding what particular electoral reforms best suit their needs.
Simply put, some states may need stronger antiextremism “medicine”
than others. For example, the typical lowest-plurality runoff version of
RCV may be enough to cure some states of their current bout of polar-
ization. But in other, more polarized states—or if polarization gets
worse in the future—a stronger dose of MPV (or some other Condorcet-
compliant form of RCV) may be needed to counteract extremism.

Each state’s choice will be partially a question of facts: Just how
polarized is the electorate? But it also will be partially a question of val-
ues: Just how important is it to keep electoral competition within the
traditional forty-yard lines? The combination of these considerations for
each state necessarily means there is no “one-size-fits-all” solution.

States should be encouraged to experiment with alternatives, includ-
ing those considered here. Even if there is no single perfect system for all
states, it is fair to say that most would benefit from moving away—at least
to some extent—from the prevailing system of partisan primaries followed
by plurality-winner general elections. It is this system, combined with
increased polarization in the electorate, that causes overrepresentation of
extremism in Congress and state legislatures. Politics is no longer played
within the forty-yard lines. Getting the competition back toward the mid-
dle of the field in most states will require some sort of structural reform
of the electoral process along the lines we have considered here.
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49. Bernard Grofman and Scott L. Feld, “If You Like the Alternative Vote (a.k.a.
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Proportional
Representation

Lee Drutman

Electoral system choice is a central and extensively studied issue in
political science. Recently, proportional representation (PR) has caught
the attention of political reformers in the United States as a potential
solution to multiple threats to US democracy.

Advocates believe that using multimember districts with PR for the
US House of Representatives and state legislatures could reduce harm-
ful polarization by breaking up binary conflicts. PR could help new cen-
ter-right parties emerge, diminishing the influence of authoritarian
extremism on the right. By allowing more parties, it could shift US pol-
itics away from its current hyperpartisan state. More directly, PR would
blunt gerrymandering by eliminating the single-member district (SMD),
which makes it possible to manipulate the boundaries of political con-
stituencies to favor one political party.

However, some scholars and analysts are concerned that PR could
fragment the US party system and make it harder to form majority
coalitions. Others are concerned that the multimember districts needed
for PR would weaken the direct connection between individual voters
and their district representatives.

In this chapter, we aim to assess these claims by answering three
key questions about proportional representation:

1. Can PR reduce affective polarization?

William Galston, Rachel Kleinfeld, Nolan McCarty, Jennifer McCoy, and Hans
Noel contributed substantially to this chapter.
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2. Can PR undermine the power of political extremists?
3. How might PR impact government performance and effectiveness?

We also address how proportional representation could impact ger-
rymandering and constituency representation.

Electoral System Families and
How to Measure Proportionality

Political scientists have categorized electoral systems into three main
types: majoritarian, mixed, and proportional. Figure 3.1 lays this out,
with some country examples. Briefly, however, the systems can be
described as follows:

Majoritarian systems: Majoritarian systems use single-winner dis-
tricts to elect representatives. A core property of such districts is that
they can only have one winner and so tend to feature two dominant par-
ties. We know this as “Duverger’s law.” However, it is more of a ten-
dency than a law. For example, Canada and India both have multiparty
systems, despite single-winner elections. This is because different par-
ties in these countries have different regional strengths.

Figure 3.1 Electoral Systems and Party Systems
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Some majoritarian systems use plurality voting. We call these single-
member plurality, or “first-past-the-post,” systems. France uses a two-
round voting system, while Australia uses instant-runoff voting for its
House of Representatives. The two-round system in France fosters mod-
est multipartyism. In Australia, House elections usually involve two
major parties, while Senate elections feature multiple parties because the
Senate uses PR.

Proportional systems: Proportional systems use multiwinner dis-
tricts to elect representatives and allocate seats by party. So, for exam-
ple, in a ten-member district, a party that wins 20 percent of the votes
will get 20 percent of the seats.

In most proportional systems, parties submit lists of candidates who
run together, but voters can choose from the list. All votes count toward
that party, and parties get seats in proportion to the total votes cast for
all the parties’ candidates. If a party wins two seats, its two most popu-
lar candidates will represent it in the legislature.

Some countries use a closed list, in which voters can only vote for
the party. The party advances candidates from its own internal list. A few
countries use an instant-runoff form of PR, called the single-transferable
vote. This allows voters to rank candidates across multiple parties.

Proportional systems come in many varieties. No two countries use
the same system, and systems change. The biggest variation across sys-
tems is district magnitude. Having larger districts lowers the threshold
for parties to win representation. In a three-member district, for exam-
ple, a party would need at least a quarter of the vote (plus one) to win a
seat. In a ten-member district, a party would need only slightly more
than 9 percent of the vote. Some other design choices include party list
type, remainder formula, preferential voting options, national threshold,
and treatment of coalition parties. In short, some proportional systems
are more permissive and multiparty than others.

Mixed systems: Several countries use a combination of single-win-
ner districts and PR to achieve a balance. Germany and New Zealand,
for example, prioritize proportionality and are considered to have pro-
portional systems even though they have some single-member districts.
Hungary and Japan, by contrast, prioritize majoritarian features and are
usually classified as more majoritarian despite having some multimem-
ber districts. The exact balance and the type of PR offer additional
design choices.

Majoritarian and proportional systems are ideal types. In reality,
countries exist along a continuum that can be measured in different
ways. Some analyses use district magnitude, since larger districts create
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more permissively proportional systems. Other analyses use effective
number of parties, either in the legislature or in the electorate. Addi-
tional measures include legislative party fractionalization, electoral
party fractionalization, and disproportionality.

Collectively, these measures describe a general continuum—Ilarger
district magnitudes create more permissive systems that encourage more
parties to form and compete because they are more likely to win seats in
proportion to their vote share. However, the relationship is not perfectly
correlated, as Figure 3.1 shows. For example, more permissive systems
can sometimes encourage more parties to compete, such that several
smaller parties fail to meet the threshold and waste votes. The key point
is that not only does proportionality exist on a continuum but the effects
of voting rules on party systems vary across countries and over time.
Thus, in evaluating the effects of voting systems on political outcomes,
we should not treat all proportional systems as the same. Some systems
work much better than others.

Measures of the proportionality continuum can be defined as
follows:!

* District magnitude: This is the total number of seats allocated
divided by the total number of electoral districts. Since this variable is
heavily right-skewed (a few countries use the entire legislature as one
district), we will use the natural log in analyses.

* Effective number of parties on the seat level (enps): This is cal-
culated for legislative seats according to the formula proposed by
Markku Laakso and Rein Taagepera.?

« Effective number of parties on the votes level (envs): This is cal-
culated for vote shares according to the formula proposed by Laakso
and Taagepera.

* Legislative fractionalization of the party system (leg_fractional):
This is an index of legislative fractionalization of the party system
according to the formula proposed by Douglas Rae.? The index ranges
between 1 (maximal fractionalization) and 0 (minimal fractionalization).

* Electoral fractionalization of the party system (elect fractional):
This is an index of electoral fractionalization of the party system
according Rae’s same formula.

* Disproportionality: This is an index of electoral disproportionality,
following the formula proposed by Michael Gallagher.* This compares
parties’ votes to the legislative seats they are given. Higher numbers on
the Gallagher Index indicate a greater disparity between votes and seats,
meaning that elections have produced more disproportionate outcomes.
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All these measures correlate reasonably well with each other,
although some do so more closely than others. All capture slightly dif-
ferent dimensions of electoral and party systems. The effective-num-
ber-of-parties and fractionalization measures are the most closely cor-
related. Considering our focus on governing, legislative fractionalization
will be our main variable of interest, along with district magnitude.
Legislative fractionalization describes the actual party and governance
situation, while district magnitude captures the level of proportional-
ity most directly. These two are related to each other. But legislative
fractionalization more directly appears to affect measurable outcomes
we care about.

Electoral Engineering in a Complex World

All political systems are complex, with many interacting structures and
actors. The goal of electoral interventions should be to create a better
political environment, not to guarantee a particular outcome. However,
different electoral rules suggest different winning strategies, in the same
way that different rules in any game shape player behavior. In politics,
rules affect how people behave and strategize, and winners sometimes
change the rules for future rounds.

Democratic resilience requires a balance between consistent and
flexible rules. Ultimately, to survive, any political system must be con-
sidered legitimate. And to be considered legitimate, it must be both
somewhat responsive and somewhat stable. However, responsiveness
and stability are in tension with each other. A system that is too respon-
sive is not stable, because it changes too much in response to demands.
And a system that is too stable is not responsive. Thus, some volatility
and change is a sign of a healthy system. But too much too quickly can
cause a system to collapse.

It is especially important that elections are seen as legitimate,
since most democratic breakdowns occur around elections. If a large
and consequential political minority stops respecting the rules because
it doesn’t win, violence and authoritarianism may take over as alter-
natives to elections.

A healthy political system can withstand a fair amount of conflict
and contestation. Risks arise when the conflict becomes too intense for
losers to accept election results and winners to consider the possibility
of losing in the future. Persistently high and growing levels of political
extremism, deep levels of affective polarization (out-partisan hatred),
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and the success of illiberal leaders are all signs of a democracy on the
brink of collapse and in need of substantial intervention.

We should view political systems as having different states or
dynamics, just as we do economic systems. We think of economies as
being in depression, recession, recovery, or overexpansion. In each of
these states, individual economic actors and firms make decisions
based on their expectations of how others will behave. In a depression,
investment slows because firms expect limited demand. To shock an
economy out of depression, central bankers cut interest rates, and pol-
icymakers expand stimulus spending. In an economy that is booming,
central bankers raise interest rates to suppress growth, and policymak-
ers dial back economic stimulus. Modern economic management
attempts to balance competing pressures using monetary policy inter-
ventions. Typically, these adjustments are minor. In extreme economic
conditions, policymakers must take more dramatic measures to
improve the state of the economy.

Our politics is currently in a more extreme state—a spiraling us-
versus-them dynamic that undermines the shared faith in elections and
government legitimacy on which healthy liberal democracy depends.’
As Delia Baldassarri and Scott Page have explained, “Each type of
polarization strengthens the other through feedbacks.”® When everything
reinforces everything else, they argue, “no sequence of small interven-
tions will likely reverse our course.” The core problem is a flattening of
dimensionality, a fancy way of saying that everything has been reduced
to a single us-versus-them dimension, distributed bimodally. And they
stress, “As a rule, a bimodal distribution for anything suggests that
something strange is afoot.” Several papers in the December 14, 2021,
issue of Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United
States of America on the dynamics of polarization also note that bimodal
distributions are almost always signs of impending collapse across many
types of systems.

“So what is to be done?” Baldassarri and Page ask. “How do we
escape our current situation? First, we must be aware of why we can-
not chip away at this problem. We must take substantial actions.”” Once
politics tips into this bimodal state (of two separate distributions), small
interventions become ineffective. Worse, they may even be counterpro-
ductive: “Once in a polarized state, well-intentioned attempts to
improve interaction between groups may increase rather than decrease
polarization, by encouraging the behaviors that pull people apart. . . .
Even if we could turn tolerance up to 11, so to speak, the polarized
equilibrium cannot be escaped.”
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One factor unites almost all the causal processes driving polariza-
tion: “Once categorical boundaries between ‘us and them’ are drawn, a
whole host of destructive social processes may kick in.”® But try to
break the causal chain apart, and everything affects everything. An
exhaustive review of recent literature on political polarization similarly
found a complex web of reinforcing causal mechanisms and cognitive
biases driving partisan polarization.'® Even perceiving the party system
as polarized leads to higher levels of affective polarization.'!

In this perniciously polarized state, extremism may become a prop-
erty of the system as a whole, not of any particular actor. Certainly, some
individuals respond more extremely to the conditions than others and
stake out more radical, antisystem positions: “Extremism refers to the
belief that an in-group’s success or survival can never be separated from
the need for hostile action against an out-group,” writes J. M. Berger in
attempting to define the concept. “The hostile action must be part of the
in-group’s definition of success.”!? High levels of group polarization and
high uncertainty are core drivers of political extremism.'* And closely
divided razor’s-edge elections contribute to high levels of uncertainty.

Extremists gain power by escalating conflicts and heightening con-
tradictions. This further undermines effective governance. It drives dis-
trust and antisystem attitudes, which further stoke hyperpartisan polar-
ization and extremism. It is these dynamics we hope to arrest, and even
reverse, through electoral system reform.

Can PR Reduce Affective Polarization?

Hyperpartisan polarization poses a significant challenge to American
democracy. A growing share of partisans now deny the legitimacy and
even the humanity of their political opponents. This antipathy, dehu-
manization, and openness to violence appears to follow from high lev-
els of affective polarization: Democrats and Republicans, in particular,
really dislike each other.

Can anything be done about this problem? A growing number of
comparative studies have documented a relationship between voting
systems and affective polarization. As a general pattern, more propor-
tional systems, with more parties, have lower levels of affective parti-
san polarization than more majoritarian systems with fewer parties. In
this section, we examine the threat affective polarization poses to liberal
democracy and explore the observed relationships between party sys-
tems and affective polarization.
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The Dangers of Affective Polarization

High levels of affective polarization pose a unique threat to democratic
societies. Fear and loathing of out-partisans is associated with political
intolerance, politicized facts, and less support for democracy.'* The sta-
tistical relationship between affective polarization and democratic back-
sliding appears quite robust.!'

The causal mechanisms that link affective polarization and demo-
cratic backsliding involve partisans tolerating, rationalizing, and even
supporting antidemocratic actions by elites on their side. Although it
is illiberal political elites who ultimately roll back democratic norms
and freedoms (more on this in the next section), they are more likely
to do so when they expect public support, or at least tolerance, for
such transgressions.

This is now a well-documented pattern. Partisans tolerate or even
applaud antidemocratic activities by their side, even when they report
enthusiastic support for the underlying principles being violated.
Whether we describe this as a “partisan double standard”!® or “democ-
ratic hypocrisy,”!” this pattern shows up across many surveys. The
stronger the out-party hatred (at both an individual and a country level),
the more pronounced the double standard.!® As Suthan Krishanarajan
concludes, “When violations of democracy are indisputably clear, many
citizens find ways to not perceive undemocratic behavior as undemoc-
ratic if they agree with it politically. This might provide one explanation
for why democratically elected leaders in today’s democracies are so
often able to get away with violations of democracy without facing
electoral backlash.”"®

Partisans often justify their actions by claiming their political oppo-
nents are undermining democracy. Alia Braley and colleagues explain
that “aspiring autocrats may instigate democratic backsliding by accus-
ing their opponents of subverting democracy. . . . Would-be authoritari-
ans’ ability to weaponize the subversion dilemma may depend on a
larger set of mutually reinforcing polarizations. These include increas-
ing partisan identity strength, polarized views on policy, dislike of
opposing partisans, dehumanization of opposing partisans, stereotypes
of opposing partisans, and ethnic antagonism.”?® Braley and colleagues
warn that this dilemma can “result in a death spiral for democracy.”

Higher affective polarization leads to stronger perceptions of
extremism from the other side.?! Affective polarization also sharpens
partisan cue taking: in a deeply polarized partisan environment, voters
are more likely to rely exclusively on informational cues from one side,
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which heightens the power of such cues.?> When partisans have strong
negative views of their opponents, they are often ready to believe the
worst about them.

The threat arises specifically from affective polarization in this con-
text; ideological polarization is something separate and only weakly
correlated to affective polarization.?* The United States, for example, is
not as ideologically polarized as many other democracies.? In these
democracies, the ideological range of policy views represented in the
legislature is much wider. A relationship between ideological polariza-
tion and affective polarization exists. More ideological polarization
leads citizens to see sharper differences between parties, thus changing
how they feel about the stakes of elections and which parties they per-
ceive as on their “side.”? The larger the divides, the more political
elites can harness disagreements and frame them in existential terms.?¢

Multiparty democracies have long been associated with more ideo-
logical polarization. More parties make room for wider ideological dis-
persion of policy platforms.?” The dispersion reaches its maximum at
five parties; beyond that, additional parties do not bring forth a wider
range of policy platforms.?8

Nevertheless, majoritarian systems are more sensitive to dispersion
of parties. When mainstream parties move away from the center, the
polarizing effects are more pronounced.?’ In a two-party system, you
can think of the main political parties as big magnets in a field where
voters are small pieces of metal. When the magnets are in the middle,
they attract lots of metal pieces from all around. But if one magnet
moves toward an edge, it pulls many metal pieces with it. This makes
the field look very divided. By contrast, a more proportional system can
be thought of as having more magnets of varying sizes. So if one small
magnet moves to an edge, the metal pieces (voters) have other magnets
nearby and don’t all follow the one that moved.

In simple terms, when the dominant parties and most voters are
moderate, the voting system doesn’t matter. But when major parties have
diverging opinions, a majoritarian system amplifies these differences.
That is because in this type of system, voters often follow the lead of the
big parties, creating a more ideologically polarized electorate.

Can PR Reduce Affective Polarization?

Scholars have noticed that countries with proportional voting systems
and more political parties have less affective polarization than countries
with majoritarian systems and fewer parties. This finding is robust
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across different measures of affective polarization. As Jennifer McCoy
and Murat Somer have observed, “The most extreme cases of polariza-
tion among our countries emerge in contexts of majoritarian electoral
systems that produce a disproportionate representation for the majority
or plurality party, and . . . once in power, the polarizing parties and
incumbents attempt, and often succeed, in engineering additional con-
stitutional and legal changes to enhance their electoral advantage.”°

In American Affective Polarization in Comparative Perspective,
Noam Gidron, James Adams, and Will Horne find a clear link between
voting system proportionality and affective polarization. Simply put, the
more disproportional the system, the stronger the dislike for opposing
parties and even one’s own party.>!

Jonathan Rodden offers another way of viewing this. He considers
voters’ perceptions of their proximity to their preferred party and to
other parties. In both cases, the United States stands out. Americans feel
furthest from the party they support among citizens of comparable
countries. Americans also feel furthest from the parties they oppose.
Americans are the most cumulatively alienated from all parties. Higher
alienation correlates with fewer parties.?

Here is one way to understand this dynamic: Assume any ideologi-
cal distribution in the electorate. The more parties, the more evenly the
parties can locate themselves throughout the electorate. With more par-
ties, more voters will find a party close to their values—and perceive
other parties as less far away. The consequences for affective polariza-
tion are significant. When partisans view each other as distant, elections
feel more intense and threatening. This increases affective polarization.
Perceived distance is the accumulation of issue differences between par-
ties, not their average distance. So the more policy disagreements, the
further the opposing parties seem, making them more threatening and
hated. This corresponds to flattened issue dimensionality. Ideological
and affective polarization, although distinct, mutually reinforce each
other by amplifying perceptions of distance and disagreement.

The relationship between party system and affective polarization
has become more pronounced in recent years as social and cultural
issues have dominated politics more. The United States has had a
remarkably sharp increase in affective polarization since 1990, even as
affective polarization has remained roughly flat (or even decreased) in
many other Western democracies.’® The United States also appears
unique in the extent to which voter antipathy is directed at individual
candidates rather than parties.* This is likely because the United States
has a distinctly candidate-centered politics.
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Measuring affective polarization can be challenging in a multiparty
context, because of the abundance of potential dyads and the various
measures available. However, one consistency across all multiparty sys-
tems is that far-right parties are universally disliked by the rest of the
electorate, and the feeling is mutual (supporters of far-right parties hate
other partisans).?

Affective polarization is also increasing in Canada®*® and the United
Kingdom,?” both of which have majoritarian electoral systems, but not as
fast as in the United States.*® The comparison with Canada and the
United Kingdom raises the obvious question: Why have neither of these
countries experienced similarly dramatic spikes in affective polarization?

One possible reason is that affective polarization in the United
States is driven not solely by first-past-the-post elections but rather by
the interaction among first-past-the-post elections, geographic sorting of
parties, and persistently close national competition that fuels intensify-
ing two-party rivalry. After all, until relatively recently, the United
States had a perfectly functional two-party system, with broad geo-
graphic overlaps among the parties. Canadian and British parties may
be moving in the direction of American parties, although they are not as
geographically separated.

A second possible reason is that Canadian and British parties con-
trol their own candidate nominations, unlike American parties. The
direct primary system in the United States makes American parties dis-
tinctly weak and uniquely vulnerable to extremist takeovers. Relatedly,
the US system of private financing of elections also makes parties (and
candidates) uniquely vulnerable to extremist donors. (See discussions of
campaign finance and primary elections in Chapter 7.)

A third possible answer is that Canada and the United Kingdom are
both parliamentary systems, so they always, by definition, have unified
government, which allows them to govern more effectively, with clearer
accountability. The United States is a presidential system. This system
often produces divided government, which can undermine effective
governing in polarized times. The United Kingdom is essentially uni-
cameral as well. Canada has a Senate, although one not nearly as for-
midable as that of the United States. When two major parties are evenly
matched, the US system of separately elected chambers and a separately
elected president may be particularly ill equipped to manage divisions.

A fourth possible answer is that both the United Kingdom and
Canada have modest multipartyism, despite their first-past-the-post sys-
tems, giving frustrated voters the option to channel extremist activity
into smaller fringe parties instead of pushing them to take over major
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parties. Canada also benefits from more variety in local parties and
more political power at the provincial level. In the United States, fed-
eralism was long a source of political harmony through diversity—until
the recent nationalization of US politics.

Figure 3.2 shows legislative fractionalization among Anglo coun-
tries, adding Australia and New Zealand for comparison. Australia uses
PR for its senate while New Zealand moved to PR in 1996. The United
States is the most dominantly binary political system.

Notably, there are active campaigns in both the United Kingdom
and Canada to advance PR. Following a highly disproportionate 2024
election, in which Labour won 411 out of 650 seats in the House of
Commons (63.2 percent) with just 33.7 percent of the vote, British com-
mentators began discussing electoral system reform again. And Cana-

Figure 3.2 Legislative Fractionalization Among Anglo Countries,
1990-2020
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dian prime minister Justin Trudeau campaigned in 2015 on ending first-
past-the-post elections but has since backtracked on this promise.*

It is likely that all four possible explanations (and perhaps others
as well, such as the racial diversity of the country and the role of a sin-
gle national public media) factor into the United States’ uniquely high
levels of affective polarization. This is an important enough question to
merit a separate research project. It also shows the difficulty of com-
paring countries based solely on their electoral systems, without con-
sidering other important institutional factors.

Can PR Reduce Affective Polarization?

What explains the relationship between the electoral system and affec-
tive polarization? Broadly speaking, scholars have put forward four
major hypotheses linking proportional multiparty democracy to lower
affective polarization:

1. PR generates an “affective bonus” of parties being in coalitions
together.

2. PR keeps geographic and partisan polarization somewhat distinct.

3. PR allows for more multidimensional issue politics.

4. PR makes it more likely that race and ethnicity crosscut partisanship.

The “affective bonus” of being in coalition together. Multiple recent stud-
ies have found that proportional multiparty governments have shifting
coalitions with few permanent enemies and many occasional allies. In
multiparty systems, parties form coalition governments and voters feel
warmly toward other parties in their coalition.*’

When coalitions shift, as they typically do from election to election,
the positive feelings remain. As Will Horne and colleagues explain,
“Governing parties’ supporters feel much more warmly toward their
coalition partner(s) than we can explain based on policy agreement
alone. Moreover, these warm affective evaluations linger long after the
coalition itself has dissolved.”*!' Put another way, parties in the same
coalition gain an “affective bonus” that endures even after the coalition
dissolves. This also applies to parties that are in a shared opposition.*?

The basic mechanisms here are straightforward. Being on the same
team creates a sense of shared fate and superordinate identity.** Parties
in a coalition share resources and say nice things about each other. They
work together to compromise on policies. Voters view coalition partners
in a positive light, assuming they share values.* Because proportional
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systems have “much denser networks of (current and past) co-gover-
nance than do disproportional systems . . . proportionality is associated
with warmer aggregate levels of out-party evaluations across Western
publics,” Horne and colleagues conclude.*

In a majoritarian system with two nonoverlapping parties, each elec-
tion reinforces the same conflict and psychological dynamics. This is par-
ticularly true in a majoritarian presidential system, such as the US system,
where so much attention is focused on an extremely powerful winner-
take-all office. Although the United States often winds up with a kind of
coalition government (or what we more commonly call “divided govern-
ment”), partisan conflict centers on winning one-party dominance. Poten-
tial compromises fall prey to political leaders believing they need to
sharpen the differences between the parties ahead of the next election.

The relationship between geography and partisanship. In the United
States, a leading explanation for the worsening of partisan polarization
is that the two major parties have “sorted” by geography, values, and
ideology.* In an earlier era, the two major US parties were broad, over-
lapping coalitions, each with liberal and conservative factions. But the
nationalization of US politics led to the isolation and disappearance of
conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans. Democrats became the
party of urban, cosmopolitan cultural liberalism; Republicans became
the party of rural, traditionalist conservatism. In a politics defined by a
cosmopolitan/urban versus traditional/rural divide over moral values
and national identity, a compromise middle ground is harder to find.
When social identities align with partisan, geographic, and cultural sort-
ing, affective polarization increases, turning party affiliation into a
“mega-identity” that combines multiple identities.*’” Even though many
battleground districts are in the suburbs, these districts have neither
more moderates nor more swing voters than other districts. They are
merely districts where both sides of the partisan density divide are rep-
resented in roughly equal proportions.*

The urban-rural divide and the rise of “postmaterialist” cultural-
issue cleavages are not unique to the United States. They appear nearly
universal among advanced democracies. Urban-rural cultural divides in
majoritarian democracies reinforce partisan divisions, exacerbating dis-
agreements.* Without crosscutting cleavages, politics collapses into a
single dimension, and affective polarization increases.>

This political realignment also maps onto the economic effects of
globalization. In many Western countries, “rust belts” and more rural
areas that once provided manufacturing jobs are struggling. They are
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thus most vulnerable to a “politics of resentment”' and the appeals of
far-right populism.

Over two generations, cities have attracted more highly educated indi-
viduals, many of whom have “open” personality types and seek the nov-
elty and variety of urban living. By contrast, rural areas have remained
home to more “closed” personality types who do not wish to leave for
cities or even for higher education. And to some extent, outer suburbs
have drawn individuals out of cities who prefer a more predictable envi-
ronment. This sorting by personality type and living preference does not
always amount to an intentional partisan choice. Yet it has strengthened
divisions between urban and rural areas by reinforcing cultural and
lifestyle differences.’® This, of course, makes affective partisan polariza-
tion much worse in a two-party system that reinforces these divides.

The multidimensionality of issue politics. The range of issues that national
governments deal with has expanded in recent years. When new issues
such as today’s cultural issues become nationally salient, political par-
ties must respond and take positions on them. The two parties in the
United States take opposite positions as they compete. Thus, partisan
polarization has grown through a process of “conflict extension.”*

However, many issue extensions make procrustean pairings within
party coalitions (for example, there is no obvious reason why opposition
to abortion and opposition to higher taxes naturally go together). In two-
party systems, parties must pitch very big tents to negotiate compromises.

Parties represent the diversity of public opinion in a society. In two-
party systems, major parties are limited by their competing support
coalitions. If these coalitions do not overlap, the parties will not con-
verge. In two-party systems with nonoverlapping partisan support coali-
tions, the average distance between parties is likely to be higher, even if
the overall dispersion among all parties is lower. In multiparty systems,
parties can locate more evenly across an ideological spectrum so that no
party is too far from its closest competitor.*

In the United States, leaders in both parties try to form alliances and
make compromises by downplaying certain issues or highlighting dif-
ferences with the opposing party on others, such as abortion, guns,
immigration, or tax policy. In other words, rather than seeing parties as
pulling apart on a single left-right continuum, we should see politics as
a multidimensional issue space and treat polarization as the sum of par-
ties’ differences across all issues. Thus, a politics in which parties dif-
fer on twenty issues feels much more divided than a politics in which
they differ on ten. If we simplify the ideology score, the distance
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between the parties would appear the same. But to voters, it feels more
intense when there are twenty disagreements instead of ten. As Jonathan
Rodden explains,

Affective political polarization intensifies when new issue dimensions
are added. In a two-party system, the parties will appear to be mov-
ing further from the average voter, and further from one another, if
they offer ever-more heterogeneous and incoherent bundles of plat-
forms over time as new issues are politicized. In the United States, as
a result, increasing hostility toward the out-party goes hand in hand
with increased ambivalence about the in-party. Meanwhile, the parties
become increasingly internally fractious. In a multi-party system, on
the other hand, when new issues emerge, parties can position them-
selves throughout the multi-dimensional issue space. As a result, vot-
ers feel closer not only to their in-party but also to the average out-
party. In this way, I suggest that multi-party systems can reduce
overall levels of affective polarization.®

Perception feeds reality. The more affectively polarized voters are,
the more likely they are to misperceive the extremism of their political
opponents. And when voters overestimate the extremism of their oppo-
nents, they view politics as a more intense group conflict.’” Affective
polarization has a reinforcing quality, especially within the constraints
of a majoritarian system. Proportional multiparty systems offer greater
variety of issue combinations and less limitation on issues than two-
party majoritarian systems. Parties can compete on differing issues
without demonizing one another, since they are not overextending their
natural support base. Moreover, demonizing an opposition party is not
always a winning strategy in a multiparty system.

Negative campaigning is thus less overwhelming in multiparty sys-
tems. This could reduce affective polarization,’® since high-stakes elec-
tions with negative campaigning appear to be the most consequential
force fueling this type of polarization.>® High levels of negative cam-
paigning also reduce feelings of political efficacy and undermine popu-
lar support for the political system, suggesting another consequence of
sustained negative campaigns.®

Partisanship and race. A final and crucial aspect of affective polarization
in the United States involves the question of race. As social and cultural
issues have come to the center of American politics, questions around
changing demography have collided with the party system in a zero-
sum manner, leading to two competing visions for the country’s future.
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Whereas majoritarian democracies tend to collapse political conflict
into a single dimension, proportional democracies tend to multiply
dimensions through shifting coalitions and alliances, so that no electoral
contest feels so all-or-nothing. For this reason democracy scholars have
typically recommended proportional systems for diverse societies that
might be prone to ethnic conflict.®! As Frank Cohen explains,

Under proportional arrangements, conflict is likely to take more fre-
quent but less intense forms due to the institutional means available
and accessible to dissatisfied minorities. By dispersing authority and
victory, proportional institutions endear dissatisfied ethnic groups to
the regime—that is, to the institutional status quo. They socialize
them enough to prevent their use of extreme measures to engage the
regime. . . . Under majoritarian arrangements, dissatisfied ethnics will
not have the proximity to authority and victory they would have
under proportional arrangements.*

Additionally, more proportional systems tend to allow for the
kinds of shifting coalitions and crosscutting cleavages that reduce
affective polarization, as described above. Rather than encourage eth-
nic voting, proportional systems spread ethnic voting across parties.®
Cohen finds proportional systems do better at managing ethnic con-
flict than plurality systems, an empirical finding that is generally
replicated,® although not entirely.® Obviously, there is only so much
an electoral system can accomplish.

In Designing Democracy in a Dangerous World, Andrew Reynolds
offers this nuanced assessment:

Proportional electoral systems are akin to antibiotics. In the vast
majority of cases PR systems are helpful aids in fighting the social ail-
ments of minority exclusion and interethnic hostility. They tend to
help stabilize unhealthy states and if used appropriately can bring a
different and more constructive tone to political competition. But just
like antibiotics PR elections systems will not be successful in every
case. Sometimes the social ailment is antibiotic resistant, while in
other cases the body politic has learnt how to counter the effects over
time. Politicians and voters may find new ways of evading the incen-
tives for accommodation and inclusion that proportional systems offer.

This is the important caution to any form of electoral engineering.
Institutions can only change so much. Thus, as David Lublin and Shaun
Bowler conclude in a review of the literature on electoral systems and
ethnic minority representation,
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While the sense of the literature as a whole leans more toward PR as a
conflict management tool, there are two important caveats to make.
First . . . it is far easier to address issues of racial and ethnic division
before society descends into ethnic violence. It is much easier to keep
Humpty Dumpty on the wall than to put him back together again. . . .
Second, and following on from that, it is hard to see that electoral insti-
tutions alone are enough to head off ethnic conflict. It is crucial to think
about electoral institutions in combination with other institutions.*

While there are many reasons to believe PR might be better able to
restrain racial conflicts, there are no guarantees. Still, this logic follows
the long-standing political science wisdom that the best way to manage
societal diversity is through crosscutting cleavages. When racial, ethnic,
and other core identities align with partisan affiliation, affective polar-
ization is much worse. When identities cut across partisanship such that
different members of the same ethnic group support different political
parties, politics becomes less all-or-nothing.®” Thus, crosscutting politi-
cal identities generate the “capacity to see that there is more than one
side to an issue, that a political conflict is, in fact, a legitimate contro-
versy with rationales on both sides.”®

American racial and ethnic groups are not monoliths, a fact that
recent Republican gains among minorities have made clear. Were more
parties to exist in the United States, we would expect to see more het-
erogeneity in voting patterns among racial and ethnic groups. Such
diverse voting is an important aspect of making multiracial, multieth-
nic democracy successful.®’

Importantly, the governing institutions of the United States reflect the
ideal of crosscutting coalitions, with multiple institutions sharing power
and checking one another, both within and across different levels of gov-
ernment. James Madison’s political theory got this crucial insight of dem-
ocratic stability. Unfortunately, the partisan nationalization of American
politics (unforeseen by Madison or any of the Framers) clashes with this
institutional design principle, fostering all-or-nothing partisan electoral
conflict atop institutions that make all-or-nothing partisan governing
more difficult and leading to deep frustrations and gridlock.

Still, fragmented authority across levels and branches of govern-
ment also makes the United States more resistant to capture by one
dominant faction than more unicameral, centralized parliamentary
democracies. This may be the result of a mismatch between the coun-
try’s electoral and party systems (which are decidedly majoritarian) and
its governing institutions (which are more oriented toward negotiation
and consensus).”
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Could Moving to PR Reduce Affective Polarization in
the United States?

Let us consider the causal mechanisms that appear to be driving the
empirical patterns. One possible causal mechanism is identified by the
“shifting-coalitions” theory, which argues that high affective polariza-
tion is a downstream effect of repeated partisan opposition. Partisan
voters feel warmly toward other parties that govern in coalition with
their preferred party—or even perhaps in opposition. These warm feel-
ings last beyond the duration of the coalition. If PR in the United States
caused different parties to form coalitions and govern together in vari-
ous ways, it could decrease polarization among voters.

When the United States was less affectively polarized, Democrats
and Republicans worked together in Congress, and voters learned from
politicians that bipartisanship was a good thing. When political elites
publicly praise opposing partisans and openly work with them, voters
are more likely to conclude that opposing partisans are decent and even
good people. Affective polarization is lower under such circumstances.
When political elites publicly demonize opposing partisans, however,
voters are likely to infer that they are evil and dangerous. This learning
process may take a few electoral cycles to sink in, but it can heighten
affective polarization.

These party dynamics would change with a multiparty House, even
though presidential and Senate elections would still be single winner.
The overwhelming majority of presidential democracies use PR in their
legislatures. However, their presidential elections typically center
around two major preelectoral coalitions, reflecting a two-bloc domi-
nant politics that provides some fluidity across electoral cycles. Indeed,
given the Senate and the presidency, US multiparty politics would likely
retain this two-bloc dominance common among many proportional sys-
tems. However, by being more flexible with coalitions, a multiparty
system could avoid rigid partisanship.

The second possible causal mechanism is the relationship between
geography and partisan alignment. In proportional multiparty systems,
parties of the Left and the Right vie for votes across geographic regions.
In majoritarian systems, left-leaning parties focus more on urban areas,
while right-leaning parties focus more on rural areas. This divide has
become clearer in an era in which social and cultural issues have grown
more salient in national politics, and it seems likely to endure as long as
these issue cleavages remain dominant. If rural-left and urban-right
votes are given more weight, this could reduce polarization between
Left and Right.
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The third causal mechanism is the gradual buildup of issues that
widen the gap between parties. A multiparty system could create room
for more issue bundles, potentially leading voters to feel closer to
multiple parties even if they are particularly enthusiastic about one.
Demonization and negative campaigning would be less effective under
such conditions, and voters may come to see opposing partisans in a
less negative light.

The fourth mechanism explores how a two-party system can rein-
force racial and ethnic divides through ongoing partisan conflict along
those lines. Again, a multiparty system could foster partisan splits
within racial and ethnic groups, which are often more heterogeneous
than two-party politics might allow for. Although some may worry
about the emergence of “ethnic parties,” the evidence suggests that
these rarely form in proportional systems.

Thus, this literature suggests that two things would need to happen
for affective polarization to decline in the United States. First, more par-
ties would have to form. Second, to change citizens’ partisan views, par-
ties would have to introduce new issue bundles and disrupt existing
coalitions. This would be a gradual unwinding that might take several
electoral cycles.

Would or could this happen? The presence of latent demand in both
the electorate and the elite political class determines the extent of new
party and issue-bundle formation. One sign of latent demand in the
United States is that for more than a decade, polls have shown that
around 45 percent of the electorate self-identifies as “Independent,” and
between 60 and 65 percent of the electorate expresses a desire for more
than two parties. We can also observe factions within the major parties
during primary elections.

The main question is whether different coalitions would form under
an alternative voting system, thereby changing the nature of US politics.
Models of multiparty systems suggest a fair amount of issue dynamism—
parties evolve and change to adapt to shifting political opportunities.”
But much of this behavior depends on the entrepreneurship of political
elites, who can mobilize and alter public opinion.

This leads to new research questions: What coalitions or parties
might form, and how might they realign the political system? What
principles should guide electoral reform to reduce affective polariza-
tion? If PR can dampen affective polarization, it will do so through cer-
tain mechanisms. To prevent democratic backsliding, PR systems
should reduce the link between geography and partisanship and encour-
age diverse political issues and flexible coalition governments.
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Can PR Reduce Political Extremism?

The rise of political extremism and authoritarianism poses a challenge
to democracy in the United States and around the world. But democra-
cies have varied in their resilience to this threat. The question here is
whether PR improves the resilience of democracies in handling the
threats of extremism.

Theorizing the Relationship Between
Electoral Systems and Political Extremism

For decades, comparative democracy scholars have argued over what
type of political system better manages extremism. A common argument
for a two-party system is that it prevents extremism by encouraging par-
ties to create broad coalitions. To win elections, both parties must con-
verge on the median voter. A party that moves to a political extreme will
pay an electoral price. Thus, major parties should have an incentive to
police extremism in their ranks.

A common argument for a proportional multiparty system is that if
support for extremism exists, it is better to isolate that support into its
own party. In a proportional multiparty system, extremist parties will
sometimes have electoral success. This is a feature of PR. If extremist
views exist within the population, a party will organize to represent that
sentiment. However, the existence of a fringe party with extremist
views does not necessarily present a serious problem for democracy.
Some scholars have argued that it is better for antisystem voters to feel
represented and have a stake in the system than for them to turn their
frustration into more radical action, including violence.” A presence in
a legislature, even in opposition, can help curb extremism by giving cit-
izens an outlet to cast protest votes and be represented.”> However, in
societies where politics is both divided and fragmented, small parties on
the extremes can sometimes have disproportionate leverage.”

In proportional multiparty systems, mainstream parties have two
ways of responding to extremist parties. The “cordon sanitaire” is one
approach. The second is the “taming” approach: mainstream parties invite
extremist parties into government coalitions but effectively tame them by
sharing the responsibility of governing, draining away some of the sup-
port for extremist parties that merely reflected a desire for change.

Implicit in both approaches is the idea that the overall political sys-
tem is self-correcting and that enough voters prefer moderation to
extremism to make the latter a political loser, while enough political
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elites are motivated to preserve the democratic system that they will
reassess their partisan commitments and strategies in the face of
extremist threats. Managing political extremism depends on the choices
of voters and elites: Will they oppose extreme behavior?

However, much depends on the extent to which an extremist party
is gaining support. An extremist party with 5 or 10 percent support is
different from one with 25 percent support, which is where the danger
zone starts. In a more proportional system, an extremist party with the
support of a quarter of the electorate will get 25 percent of the seats in
the legislature. This is high, but it still gives other parties opportunities
to maneuver. In a two-party system, however, an extremist faction with
25 percent support could take over a major party.

Let’s imagine a two-party system in which Party A wins 51 percent of
the vote to Party B’s 49 percent, thus gaining control of the government.
However, Party A is split between two factions, Faction 1 and Faction 2.
Faction 1 represents 51 percent of Party A, giving it control of the party.
In a simple majority system, this faction, which represents just 26 percent
of the country’s electorate, would have total control of the government.

To be fair, this assumes that none of Faction 2 would defect to Party
B, which may not be realistic. A minority faction may need to be larger
to gain total control. But an even smaller faction could gain total power
if only a plurality of support is needed because a few smaller parties
take away votes without winning seats. Let’s say Party A gets 45 per-
cent of the vote, giving it control of a majority of seats. If Party A has
three factions—one with 40 percent support and two with 30 percent—
it would be possible for a faction with the support of just 22.5 percent
of the electorate to gain total power.

There are many ways to shift around the math. But a general prob-
lem is that when a more extreme minority faction gains control of a
major party, the losing moderate faction may wind up politically home-
less. This describes the trajectory of Republican moderates in the
United States over the last decade. Few have joined the Democratic
Party. Most have remained reluctant Republicans, updating their posi-
tions to align with their party’s in order to remain in good standing.
They cannot operate as their own party in a two-party system.

If an extreme minority faction gains control of a major party, it often
labels its opposition as more extreme to keep its moderate supporters.
Again, this has happened with the Republican Party. Once Donald
Trump took hold of the party, he provoked conflicts to exacerbate dif-
ferences. Polarization is a common strategy of extremist authoritarians.
They strategically choose conflicts designed to push their political oppo-
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nents into more extreme positions in response. They force moderates to
choose sides. This can tip a political system into escalating extremism.

It is easy to see this problem through the lens of primary elections,
in which the “base” selects nominees who come from the political
extremes—or at least have to cater to the extremes (see Chapter 5 on pri-
mary elections). But distortion from narrow candidate selection is a more
generalized problem in a two-party system. Two parties will have sepa-
rate “selectorates”—networks of donors, elites, activists, and voters who
are responsible for elevating particular candidates over others. If a party
is divided into competing factions, as a big-tent party in a two-party sys-
tem is likely to be, those factions will compete for dominance, with the
winner likely to set the agenda and priorities for that party. Even if it is a
majority of a majority, the dominant faction will still be a minority. The
US system, which strips party leaders of any formal authority in candi-
date selection, appears uniquely prone to this problem of an extremist fac-
tion taking over a major party in the current political climate.

In a two-party system, failure to eliminate extremism within either
party can have devastating effects. Party leadership acts as a defense
against extremism, and breaching this defense puts the system in grave
danger. In a proportional system, by contrast, the failure of a single party
to police its ranks against extremism is not catastrophic in the same way.
In this sense, there is more resilience in a multiparty system, such that if
one party becomes extreme, other parties can adjust. It is very unlikely
that a single party will gain a majority of seats in the legislature in such
a system, which means that parties typically have to form governing
coalitions. Thus, far-right parties cannot govern on their own unless they
win a majority of seats.

As noted above, mainstream parties have two ways to deal with
extremist parties: the cordon sanitaire, in which mainstream parties
form a “grand coalition” to keep extremist parties out of power, and the
taming strategy of inviting extremists into coalition to force them to
moderate. The latter approach appears to have two distinct advantages.

First, being part of a government coalition typically has a moderat-
ing effect on smaller far-right parties. Such parties usually soften their
positions in exchange for governing responsibility.” This compromising,
in turn, blunts their appeal. Populist parties that start off as political out-
siders shed their antisystem credibility by becoming political insiders.”®
Because public opinion is thermostatic, parties in power often lose sup-
port in the following election. This makes for a double hit to far-right
parties. Meanwhile, parties that moderate their positions typically gain
back seats in the next election.”” Extremist parties cannot deliver on their
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impossible promises of dramatic change, thus leaving their supporters
disappointed in the next election.

Crucially, both strategies depend on the strength and democratic
commitments of mainstream parties. The taming approach can work if a
mainstream party is strong enough to keep the upper hand in the coali-
tion. A cordon sanitaire approach can work if mainstream parties can
navigate challenging times together. If mainstream parties are weak and
hollow, neither approach will work very well.

Choosing the right approach depends on the specific country situa-
tion and election results.”® Because the cordon sanitaire can lead to
backlash, mainstream parties must be careful to take extraordinary
measures only when the extremist party is truly illiberal and antisystem.
Casting disagreement and dissent as extremism can reinforce alienation
and extremism.”

But one benefit of a multiparty PR system is that mainstream par-
ties have options and flexibility. The taming strategy can work in part
because mainstream parties do not need extremist parties to form a gov-
erning majority. Mainstream parties can instead build a grand coalition
to exclude extremist parties, which have nowhere near a majority of
support and so depend on more mainstream parties to govern with them.
The result is that mainstream parties have more bargaining leverage.
Crucially, this is because the bargaining happens between parties, so
different possible coalitions can form.

Proportional democracies are obviously not immune from demo-
cratic backsliding. But when they do backslide, it is typically under con-
ditions of high societal polarization. Center parties struggle under such
conditions, leading to the collapse of party systems into two governing
coalitions—Ileft and right. When only two governing coalitions are pos-
sible, extreme factions gain power and push moderate parties to adopt
more radical positions, leading to increased polarization in society.5°

If a PR system does collapse into two distinct and polarized blocs,
there is still an opportunity for a new center party to form without dis-
placing a major party, because a new center party could gain represen-
tation with as little as 10 or 15 percent of the vote. By contrast, in a
two-party first-past-the-post system, a new center party would be
unlikely to win any seats with that level of support, unless it had a par-
ticularly strong geographic concentration.

Measuring and Charting Extremist Parties

Extremism, such as polarization, is a problem much discussed but rarely
defined clearly. As with polarization, extremism has multiple dimen-
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sions. A political party can be ideologically extreme (because it holds
views far from the mainstream) but also supportive of liberal, pluralist
democracy. Conversely, a political party can be ideologically moderate
on most issues but extreme in its opposition to liberal, pluralist democ-
racy. However, this second combination is unlikely. Typically, policy
extremism goes along with illiberalism. Nationalism and xenophobia
often go with authoritarian extremism. And populism, which is more
appropriately described as a style of politics than as an ideology, also
tends to go with authoritarianism. On their own, populism and national-
ism can be compatible with liberal democracy. But when combined with
authoritarianism, they become a threatening package that challenges
key tenets of liberal pluralism, including minority rights and dissent.

Western democracies are currently experiencing a “fourth wave” of
populism, with populist parties emphasizing anti-immigrant and
antiglobalization views. The first wave (1945 to 1955) comprised “neo-
fascist” parties that represented the last gasp of totalitarian movements
from the 1930s and faded quickly. The second wave (1955 to 1980)
reflected a more antiestablishment mood with a few “flash parties,”
such as the Farmers Party in the Netherlands and the Poujadism move-
ment in France, which came and went swiftly. The third wave (1980 to
2000) occurred during a time of economic disruption and high unem-
ployment. It was marked by the rise of the Front National in France and
the Freedom Party in Austria.

The current wave has been the most successful so far, but it is much
more heterogeneous than previous ones. It features more diverse types
of parties and organizations, although these generally focus on cultural
concerns, particularly a backlash against immigration. Most new pop-
ulist parties in Europe have distanced themselves from violence and
antidemocratic norms, despite their ethnonationalist rhetoric.?!

Entrepreneurial populist leaders have seized on preexisting con-
cerns about immigration and globalization. These issues became salient
during the financial crisis of 2008—-2009 and the migrant crisis of the
mid-2010s.82 However, the relative success of these parties does not
reflect a sudden change in public opinion. If anything, citizens in Euro-
pean democracies have become more supportive of immigration,
although public opinion is mostly flat. As Larry Bartels has docu-
mented, “The familiar specter of a ‘populist wave’ sweeping contem-
porary Europe is, at least when it comes to overall public opinion,
wholly illusory.” Instead, populist nativist right-wing sentiment has
been consistent for decades. A reservoir of support has always existed.
It is just that new parties have emerged to make these issues more
salient. Still, as Bartels notes, “to suppose that a reservoir of right-wing
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populist sentiment is enough to constitute a crisis of democracy is
unduly alarmist.” The danger, Bartels notes, is when mainstream par-
ties turn antidemocratic. Few voters in democracies want to support
authoritarianism outright. But sometimes, they do without realizing
what they are doing.

Multiparty democracies have long been associated with more ideo-
logical polarization.®* However, ideological dispersion does not equate
to success for extremist parties. Repeated studies have found no link
between proportionality and extremist party success.®* Nor are propor-
tional systems associated with more success for anti-immigrant par-
ties.®> Most effects are null. However, at least one study found that
majoritarian systems were associated with more party extremism.%¢
Multiparty systems may even slightly benefit moderate parties.®’

Evidence for these claims can be found in recent data from the V-
Dem Institute, which asked country experts to assess the extent to which
the parties in question show a lack of “commitment to democratic norms
prior to elections.”®?

The V-Dem experts find the US Republican Party to be more illib-
eral than such European populist parties as the Austrian Freedom Party,
the Danish People’s Party, the True Finns Party, the Front National, the
Dutch Party for Freedom, and the Swedish Democrats. This is largely
because, although these parties are strongly anti-immigration, they have
retained support for basic aspects of liberal democracy. The US Repub-
lican Party is more in line with the German Alternative for Deustchland,
the Italian Northern League, the Hungarian Fidesz, and the Polish Law
and Justice Party. Of these parties, only Fidesz and Law and Justice
have been as successful as the Republican Party.

A more comprehensive measure of illiberalism’s reach within a
country is the overall amount of liberalism in its party system. To meas-
ure this, we take a weighted average of the antipluralism index across
all parties in a system, which averages the scores of all parties that gain
seats in the legislature and then weights the average by each party’s
share of seats. Looking at the relationship between district magnitude
and the weighted illiberalism (antipluralism) index in the party system,
we find that there appears to be a slight relationship, with more propor-
tional systems having less party-system illiberalism, but considerable
variation exists that district magnitude alone cannot explain.

Legislative fractionalization is more closely related to the overall
success of illiberal parties than is district magnitude. Put simply, the
more binary a legislative party system (closer to 0.5 on the fractional-
ization score), the more illiberalism exists within the party system. This
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relationship became especially pronounced in the 2010s, the decade in
which Western democracies came under the most stress.

Legislative fractionalization is a property of the party system and a
second-order property of the electoral system. The observed patterns are
consistent with the theory. In a less fractionalized party system, with
fewer parties and more binary competition, if one party becomes illiberal,
it represents a much larger share of the legislature. In a more fractional-
ized party system, illiberalism can more easily be contained in one party
without contagion. However, at the extremes of fractionalization, there
does appear to be more illiberalism. In other words, a system that permits
too many parties can give extremism too much of a foothold or make it
too hard for liberal parties to coordinate against a concentrated threat.

Thus, the V-Dem data suggest that a moderate level of fractional-
ization might be best at managing extremism. However, we need to bet-
ter understand the relationship. In the following section, we look briefly
at the trajectories of two countries where backsliding occurred, Hungary
and Poland. Both trajectories suggest a potential causal relationship,
because in both countries the party system became much more binary
(less fractionalized) immediately before the backsliding took place. We
also look at a third country, Colombia, where the party system became
more fractionalized prior to a democratic improvement.

Can PR Limit Political Extremism?

In a two-party system, moderates battle against extremism within their
own parties. In a sense, mainstream partisan leaders who oppose extrem-
ism have the same two options—either cast extremists out of the party
(the cordon sanitaire) or moderate extremism through responsibility
(taming). The internal cordon sanitaire can work for a while, but it raises
the same problems of backlash. With no smaller “release-valve” party,
extremists nurture their disaffection and gain strength from it.%

If extremism can intensify in the absence of a release valve, it can
grow within a party. In pursuit of a narrow majority, a major party may
need to placate and even indulge the demands of an extremist faction
to win elections. This leads to major parties courting extremists, which
then polarizes the electorate. As the electorate polarizes, leaders of
mainstream parties have fewer options to build a broad coalition, mak-
ing them more reliant on extremists.

In a two-party system, coalitions are much longer lasting and less
flexible. If we assume parties represent distinct policy perspectives and
politicians care about policy as well as winning elections, sophisticated
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models and consistent empirical evidence show no median convergence.
Instead, two-party competition leads just as easily to extremism.”

This is broadly the story of the Republican Party. For a long time,
moderates had the upper hand. But starting in the 1990s, extremism
within the party grew. Party leaders could not ignore the more extreme
elements within the coalition. They tried but failed to manage these ele-
ments through messaging and symbolic politics. By 2010, the extrem-
ists had built a new movement within the party, the Tea Party, and had
enough leverage to exert significant pull. By 2017, they had taken over
the presidency in the person of Donald Trump. Other members of the
party had two equally unappealing options: capitulate or leave. Most
stayed and appeased Trump because they enjoyed being in power (or
had convinced themselves that they could do more good by sticking
around than by leaving).

Trump was not initially popular among most Republicans. There are
still many Republicans, particularly Republican elites, who would like
to move on from Trump’s distinct brand of confrontational, polarizing
politics. But polarization and conflict escalation have been Trump’s reli-
able strategy. Over his political career, he has constantly tested the lim-
its. When confronted, he always doubles down on a polarizing conflict
strategy. Each time, other Republicans have rallied to his side rather
than give Democrats a “victory.”

Trump’s success here depends on affective polarization and the
two-party system. He can only rally support to his side because, for
many Republicans, the possibility of letting Democrats win is simply
intolerable. In reluctantly backing Trump, Republicans rationalize that
Democrats are even worse, thus compounding affective polarization.
Eric Groenendyk identified the “lesser-of-two-evils” defense as a key
factor in partisan animosity in the United States.’!

The Republican Party shares similarities with successful right-wing
parties in Hungary and Poland. All three countries share two important
things in common: they have grown perniciously polarized across geo-
graphic divides in the twenty-first century, and their turn toward politi-
cal illiberalism has been a top-down process. In none of these countries
did a majority of voters want a democratic rollback, and many to this
day have rationalized developments as appropriately democratic.

The United States has long had a two-party system, but since 2000
the geographic sorting of the two political parties has increased the
level of polarization significantly. Meanwhile, Hungary and Poland both
followed a trajectory of legislative consolidation before falling into
illiberalism. First, the level of legislative fractionalization declined.
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Then, the countries” V-Dem scores fell. The timing suggests a possible
causal relationship (consolidation, then decline), but the reality is obvi-
ously more complicated than that. Likely, the legislative consolidation
was a symptom of societal polarization, which in turn contributed to
democratic decline.

Hungary is a paradigmatic case of “pernicious polarization” across
urban-rural lines. Although Hungary has had a multiparty system since
the end of the Cold War, the divide between its right and left blocs has
never been bridged. That divide has been primarily cultural and sym-
bolic, not economic. Starting in the late 1990s, the cleavage moved
towards a stronger “us-versus-them” logic. Prior to the 2010s, Fidesz
was a moderate party, and Viktor Orban showed few signs of being an
autocrat. Fidesz supporters did not willingly vote to weaken democracy.
They voted for change at a time of political scandal.”> Upon gaining a
majority, the party strengthened executive power and weakened checks
and balances considerably, centralizing power.

Poland followed a similar trajectory. Law and Justice won the presi-
dency and majorities in both chambers of parliament in 2015, going on to
overhaul the judiciary, limit civil rights, increase surveillance, and fill
state jobs with party loyalists. Decision-making power was consolidated
by the party chairman, Jarostaw Kaczynski. In a “change” election, the
party campaigned around child-tax credit, prescription drugs for the eld-
erly, and frustration with the status quo—not widespread illiberalism. But
with polarizing elite rhetoric, Law and Justice split the country, drawing
support overwhelmingly from the poorer and more rural eastern half.

One notable explanation for why Fidesz has been successful in
Hungary is that it united a heterogeneous coalition of diverse interests
who all opposed the political Left, but for different reasons. In a polar-
izing party system organized around two blocs, mobilizing a heteroge-
neous coalition based on fear became a winning strategy.”® Nothing
unites like a common enemy. When political conflict is flattened into
two issue bundles and one dimension, “us-versus-them” political strate-
gies are at their most potent.

Bartels notes another commonality across the United States, Hun-
gary, and Poland: “Popular support for authoritarian nationalism was
greatly magnified in two distinct respects—first by co-opting the exist-
ing support of established mainstream conservative parties, and second
by benefiting from significant disproportionality in the translation of
electoral seats into political authority.”*

How much can be explained by electoral system design? In Hun-
gary, Fidesz gained majority control in 2011 under a mixed system in
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which roughly half of seats were elected through single-member dis-
tricts and half through proportional representation. Fidesz then used its
majority to transform the electoral system. It increased the share of sin-
gle-member districts, gerrymandered many of those districts, and
reduced the overall number of seats in the legislature. The gambit
worked. In the next election, Fidesz won 67 percent of the seats with 45
percent of the vote. This “majoritarian turn” in the rules of the electoral
system almost certainly helped Fidesz solidify power.®® In 2022, the
party won 135 out of 199 seats in the legislature, benefitting from a
favorable electoral law.

Poland has a 5 percent national threshold atop a system of multi-
member districts, such that a party that does not get 5 percent nationally
does not get any seats.”® Poland also has an 8 percent threshold for par-
ties campaigning as a bloc. Seats that go unclaimed as a result go to the
largest parties. This threshold was put in place to prevent excessive
fragmentation and encourage more majoritarian outcomes. However, in
the 2015 election, it had a perverse effect. A group of center-left parties
campaigned as a bloc that year but fell just short of the threshold with
7.7 percent of the vote nationwide. Because this bloc and other smaller
parties forfeited their seats, Law and Justice was able to win 51.1 per-
cent of the seats in the Polish Sejm (parliament) with just 37.6 percent
of the popular vote. It was again able to win 51.1 percent of the seats
in the Sejm in 2019, despite winning 43.6 percent of the national vote.
This disproportionality allowed Law and Justice to govern without part-
ners, imposing a form of minority rule.

A driving force of democratic backsliding is deep societal polariza-
tion, fueled by opportunistic political elites. Under certain circum-
stances, polarizing strategies can be very effective for parties hoping to
win majority control. However, it is important to note that neither
Fidesz nor Law and Justice began as far-right illiberal parties; nor were
they elected on a promise to build a more authoritarian society. Instead,
once they gained single-party majority power, they used it to further
entrench their control. The more concentrated the party system is into
two dominant parties, the more likely it is that one party can win an out-
right majority and control of government. Certainly, the United States is
not Poland or Hungary. The United States has a more robust democratic
history and culture, and both separation of powers and federalism pro-
vide some bulwarks against one-party dominance across the entire
country. But one party can do considerable damage to political institu-
tions if it gains unified control of Congress, the Senate, the presidency,
and many state governments.
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In a divided society, PR provides the flexibility for unlikely coalitions
of pro-democracy parties to campaign together by appealing to different
societal groups and interests. This is the story of Poland’s 2023 election,
held under a proportional rule, in which three opposition parties ran as a
loose coalition and won a majority of seats. As Anne Applebaum observed,
“The existence of three opposition parties meant that different messages
were heard by different parts of the electorate, on the center-right as well
as the center-left. Some of the candidates attacked [Law and Justice]. . . .
Some used the language of unity and called for an end to polarization.”’

In both Poland and Hungary, leaders were much more successful in
eliminating checks and balances and strengthening executive power than
they have been in the United States. The United States has the advantage
of more deeply institutionalized checks and balances. However, it is
notable that in all three countries, the electoral system allowed a politi-
cal party to win majority control without winning a majority of the votes,
and in a binary party system, few voters believed they were voting
against democracy.

Democratic backsliding is a complex phenomenon with many
causes. The party system and the electoral system merely provide one
institutional framework. Ultimately, much depends on how political
elites respond to challenges and on the strength and democratic com-
mitments of major-party leaders. However, the core question here is
whether different electoral systems dampen or amplify threats of
extremism, particularly in the current era, in which urban-rural polar-
ization poses a significant threat to democratic stability. In a recent
study of democratic backsliding, Michael K. Miller argues that winner-
take-all elections make democratic backsliding more likely because of
the ways in which they allow winners to consolidate power.”

One notable exception to the democratic backsliding of recent
decades is Colombia, a country that has been on the democratic upswing.
Colombia’s politics were deeply polarized in the 1990s, the peak years of
the FARC Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) conflicts.”
But starting that decade, the country adopted a series of electoral reforms
that opened up its political system, effectively breaking up the domi-
nance of its two major parties by denationalizing politics, reducing cor-
ruption, and expanding participation. Particularly consequential was a
2003 reform that moved the system in a much more party-proportional
direction, replacing a candidate-centered electoral system that was akin
to the single nontransferable vote but slightly different. Although the
once-dominant parties remained players after 2003, new parties become
important too.
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Colombia’s democratic improvements and party-system expansion
followed the exact opposite trajectory of Poland and Hungary, where
party-system narrowing preceded democratic decline.!” Again, we should
be cautious about interpreting these changes. Much else was happening in
Colombia at the time, including an effective crackdown on guerillas,
which enabled more people to participate in politics without fear of vio-
lence. There was also a fair amount of decentralization and localism,
which encouraged more parties and sectors to get involved in politics.

A more detailed analysis would demand more research on the other
factors driving change in these countries’ party systems. However, it is
notable that the three Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) countries that have seen the most significant
changes in their V-Dem scores in recent decades (two negative, one pos-
itive) all show the same suggestive patterns across these two variables,
although in opposite directions. Hungary changed its electoral laws to
move in a more majoritarian direction. Colombia changed its electoral
laws to move in a more proportional direction. While party systems
alone cannot explain the democratic shifts in these countries, they did
provide significant opportunities for actors to behave as they did.

Extremism, Losers’ Consent, and
Satisfaction with Democracy

Democracy depends on the consent of losers, who must accept the out-
come of elections. One of the most robust findings in political science
is the gap between electoral winners and losers. Electoral winners
report being more satisfied with democracy than electoral losers do.
This is especially true in majoritarian democracies, because the dis-
tinction between winners and losers is much sharper in such countries.
The satisfaction gap is even wider under conditions of polarization.'°!
By contrast, in proportional democracies, the difference between win-
ning and losing in elections is less stark, and the divide between oppo-
sition and governing coalitions is sometimes less clear. Thus, PR is
associated with more satisfaction with democracyand more confidence
in the electoral process.!%?

Certainly, context matters here. Countries with high-quality gov-
ernments experience lower satisfaction among winners and higher sat-
isfaction among losers. This indicates the influence of government qual-
ity on closing the gap. Presumably, this is because a robust civil service
and strong rule of law place guardrails on what any governing majority
can accomplish.!® Low levels of corruption also help close the gap.!*
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The information environment matters as well. In divided democracies,
electoral losers more often hear arguments claiming the election was
unfair. Biased and polarized media are more commonly found in low-
quality democracies.'%

Currently, a major threat to American democracy concerns electoral
legitimacy. Trump’s campaign against the 2020 election result has
turned into a broader partisan fight, causing significant harm to the US
electoral system. This high-stakes presidential election environment
interacts with affective polarization in ways that make it more easily
exploitable by an authoritarian who wants to abuse it to stay in power.
To be sure, all presidential elections are winner-take-all, which makes
presidential democracies more vulnerable to the losers’ consent prob-
lem. But under circumstances of high affective polarization, a close
election can be dry tinder for an illiberal autocrat who wants to burn
down democratic structures.

Could PR Reduce the Power of
llliberal Extremism in the United States?

Different systems create different strategic landscapes for moderates to
build coalitions. Regardless of the system, much depends on party lead-
ership. Multiparty systems provide more flexibility to manage extrem-
ism when it gains representation.

Adopting a more proportional system in the United States would
likely lead to the emergence of a far-right extremist party, as it has in
other proportional democracies. A more proportional system would also
allow a center-right party to organize and provide voters with an alter-
native right-of-center option. Historically, pushbacks against antisystem
extremism have depended on broad cross-ideological coalitions, which
are more difficult to build in binary two-party systems. Poland’s recent
election proves that proportional systems can allow multiple parties to
unite and win as a pro-democracy coalition.

Illiberal extremists have had the most success in deeply divided
party systems with high levels of affective polarization. In such poli-
ties, citizens are most likely to overlook democratic norm violations by
their own side.

To the extent illiberal extremist parties have achieved government
control, it is not because their illiberal extremist policies or governing
approaches were popular. It is because they won majority government
control with banal promises of political change and then became more
extreme. They have maintained their power both by making institutions
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more biased in their favor (typically, more executive centered and thus
more majoritarian) and by pursuing a polarizing strategy to make their
political opponents seem more dangerous and extreme. As long as
affective polarization is high, they face a low electoral price for antide-
mocratic activity.

Extremist parties running on extremist platforms are unpopular
throughout Western democracies. Although such parties may sometimes
gain the support of up to 20 percent of the electorate, the other 80 percent
strongly opposes them. Extremist parties can’t take over governments
without support from mainstream parties, so they have to either stay in
opposition or make compromises to join a coalition. This reduces their
power to harm democracy, even if it leads to more anti-immigrant or iso-
lationist policies. Only under certain conditions, such as extreme polar-
ization, do mainstream parties capitulate to the demands of small extrem-
ist parties in exchange for support in forming governing coalitions.

Without electoral reform, two unlikely possibilities exist for man-
aging extremism within the American two-party system. Either moder-
ates regain the upper hand within the Republican Party or Democrats
become a dominant big-tent moderate party. Perhaps these outcomes are
more likely than passing reforms to adopt PR; perhaps not. But given
the current trajectory of American politics, MAGA’s continued domi-
nance within the Republican Party, and the likelihood of more close
national elections, neither of the above possibilities seems likely.

Reducing political extremism is challenging in a society where it
has gained significant power. But a proportional system offers more
possibilities.

How Does PR Impact Quality of Governance?

Theories of Governance Under Majoritarian and
Proportional Systems

In this third section, we assess the relationship between electoral sys-
tems and government performance. Do proportional or majoritarian sys-
tems provide for more effective governance? One argument for majori-
tarian systems being more effective focuses on accountability. The
argument is that under a majoritarian system, voters can empower a sin-
gle party to govern. A unified party can enact its program, and then vot-
ers can judge the result. If voters are happy, they can re-empower the
governing party at the next election. If voters are unhappy, they can
vote in the opposition party, assuming they like its proposals better. The
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threat of being tossed out of power should make parties more respon-
sive in the majoritarian system.

An argument for proportional multiparty systems is that they allow
for more diverse representation, leading to effective policymaking
through bargaining. By providing voters with more choices, a propor-
tional system can create a more representative legislature. Elected law-
makers can then negotiate to reach broadly accepted policies that rep-
resent diverse constituents.

This argument for proportional multiparty systems also involves a
critique of the case for majoritarian systems. First, it suggests that the
supposed accountability benefits of majoritarian systems are merely the-
oretical. The state of the economy, the most important factor in electoral
outcomes, is often influenced by factors beyond the control of the party
in power. However, the governing party does have levers to stimulate
short-term growth ahead of an election (such as major stimulus), which
can encourage irresponsible fiscal policy. Second, if most voters are par-
tisans, they will not be neutral observers. They will cheerlead the policies
of their party no matter what. Instead, a small group of mostly uninter-
ested voters will decide elections, driven by a “throw-the-bums-out” men-
tality. If the parties are far apart, this can lead to wild swings in policy.

In the United States, moreover, the electoral system might be
majoritarian, but the governing rules are antimajoritarian. Therefore,
voters struggle to evaluate party performance as compromise is preva-
lent across governing institutions, often controlled by opposing parties,
making it difficult to assess policy and performance. Voters might
blame the president, but especially under divided government, the pres-
ident is limited by the legislature. This could prompt the opposition-led
legislature to oppose the president, with the goal of achieving unified
government for its side. All of this becomes very confusing for voters:
Whom do they hold accountable in a system that is supposed to encour-
age accountability?

Supporters of majoritarian systems argue that such systems provide
clear choices for potential governing coalitions, as they must form into
two competing parties prior to elections. In contrast, proportional sys-
tems often form coalitions after elections, giving voters less influence
and making it harder to achieve electoral accountability. Because
majoritarian systems give parties a majority, the government can get to
work immediately, whereas in proportional systems, parties can some-
times take months to form a government.

Supporters of proportionality could respond that their preferred sys-
tem provides greater flexibility to stay aligned with the political center.
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Preelectoral coalitions are common in proportional systems, especially
in proportional presidential systems. This helps voters understand their
options and gives them more control over which part of the coalition
they want to support. Furthermore, a proportional advocate may claim
that the two choices seem arbitrary and voters should have more options
for better responsiveness.

The theory debate could go back and forth for pages. Much also
depends on the parties, their leaders, and their disagreements. Electoral
systems can shape the parameters of negotiation and affect the condi-
tions and motivations for reaching compromises.

Next we turn to the evidence, starting with the differences between
presidential and parliamentary PR systems. PR presidentialism has
some distinct governing dynamics.

How Does PR Work with Presidentialism?

Europe’s parliamentary systems are commonly used as a reference point
for proportional multiparty democracy. But the United States has a pres-
idential system. The main difference between presidential and parlia-
mentary systems is that, in presidential systems, presidents are elected
independently from the legislature. In parliamentary systems, the legis-
lature chooses the head of government. Some parliamentary systems are
majoritarian, such as that of the United Kingdom

Among relatively stable liberal democracies, majoritarianism is
much more common in parliamentary systems than in presidential sys-
tems (see Table 3.1).

The overwhelming majority of presidential systems are either pro-
portional (fifteen of twenty-four) or mixed (five of twenty-four). Only
four presidential democracies use a majoritarian electoral system for the
legislature. Alongside the United States, the other three are Ghana,

Table 3.1 Distribution of Liberal Democracies by System of
Government and Lower-Chamber Electoral System

Majoritarian Proportional Mixed
Parliamentary 12 15 3
Presidential 4 15 5
Semipresidential 2 17 5

Note: Liberal democracies are defined as countries whose V-Dem liberal democracy
scores have consistently exceeded .50 for the past decade.
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Liberia, and Sierra Leone. And the second two barely make the cutoff.
France has a majoritarian semipresidential system.

Thirty years ago, the combination of presidentialism and a multi-
party legislature was widely viewed as “difficult.”!° The worry was
that presidents would have a hard time garnering legislative support for
their programs, resulting in immobilism and gridlock, which in turn
could lead to either corrupt vote buying, executive overreach, or both.
Without a doubt, there were occurrences of this, especially in the 1970s
and 1980s.

But more recent evidence suggests these assessments were too pes-
simistic. For at least a decade now, the growing conventional wisdom
has been that presidentialism and PR can work well together. Examples
of robust, stable democracies that use this combination include Costa
Rica, Cyprus, Chile, and Uruguay.

Recent scholarly assessments are similarly positive. As Paul
Chaisty and colleagues observe, “Twenty years of research have shown
presidentialism to be remarkably durable, and in particular its multi-
party variant has vastly overperformed relative to early predictions.”!?’
José Antonio Cheibub and coauthors likewise note, “Government coali-
tions are less frequent under presidentialism than under parliamen-
tarism, but the difference is one of degree, not of kind. Highly fraction-
alized legislatures turn out to promote coalitions in both systems.
Single-party minority governments are not less successful in the legis-
lature than coalition governments, minority or majority. Legislative
paralysis appears to be a rare phenomenon.”!%

According to Carlos Pereira and Marcus André Melo, “The ability
of multiparty presidentialism to subsist with sustainable democracy is
beyond dispute. . . . [M]ultiparty presidentialism has boosted political
stability, and has not degenerated into systemic corruption as long as
robust political competition and a set of strong autonomous institutions
exist alongside it to keep its potential excesses within bounds.”!%

Responding to Juan Linz, who warned of the dangers of presidential-
ism, Christian Arnold and colleagues argue, “The Linzian interpretation
of presidentialism is probably too pessimistic. Presidents in Latin Amer-
ica are not always the inflexible and imperial leaders previously charac-
terized by Linz.”'"® And Eduardo Aleman and George Tsebelis conclude,
“We do not find dominant or deadlocked presidents; instead, we observe
differences in the extent to which presidents succeed in enacting their
programs and, perhaps more interestingly, how this is achieved.”!!!

Naturally, some multiparty presidential countries have performed bet-
ter than others. Some presidents have been more successful than others.
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Since presidential democracies vary considerably across institutional
design and economic conditions, it is possible to offer some tentative con-
clusions. Broadly speaking, they are as follows:

1. Presidents with fewer formal constitutional powers must bar-
gain more with legislators, which might lead to more demo-
cratic stability.!'?

2. A modest multiparty system without excessive fragmentation
seems to work best. Some party diversity is helpful. Extreme
party-system fragmentation is more problematic.!!?

3. Binary political divisions and high levels of polarization are dan-
gerous no matter what.

4. Individual presidential character and talent matter.

In multiparty systems, presidents have various ways to build majori-
ties. The most common and effective way is through multiparty cabinets.
To help facilitate a governing coalition in the legislature, presidents typ-
ically allocate positions and portfolios in their cabinet, often in propor-
tion to party strength. Scholars refer to this as coalition presidentialism.

Often presidents can hold together multiparty coalitions across the
executive and legislative branches, which allows them to pass preferred
policy and govern. Cabinets form more easily when coalitions are
smaller and have more ideological overlap.'*

But a “minority government” does not necessarily lead to immobil-
ism. On the contrary, presidents can bargain with opposing parties on an
ad hoc basis.!"> In some ways, this can be desirable. A minority govern-
ment that forms coalitions around each individual issue is more likely to
represent the majority’s views on those issues. However, this situation
can also lead to deadlock.

Preelectoral coalitions are common in multiparty presidential
democracies and regularly affect how cabinet posts are allocated. Par-
ties endorsing candidates from another party provide infrastructure,
connections, and funds. In exchange, they get policy concessions and
coalition appointments, including at the cabinet level.!'®

Presidents can use pork barrel politics to build coalitions. Plenty of
coalition partners are available for a price.!'” To be sure, “particularis-
tic benefits” can sometimes grow indistinguishable from outright cor-
ruption. This is one reason an overly fragmented or weak party system
can be problematic.

Still, the broad takeaway is that concerns about immobilism and
deadlock in multiparty presidential systems have been overblown: As
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José Antonio Cheibub and colleagues conclude, “Whatever is wrong
with presidentialism, is not due to the difficulty of forming coali-
tions.”!'® The real perils of presidentialism stem from illiberal elites, not
from multipartyism—and in this sense, the situation is similar to par-
liamentary democracies.

The United States presents a different environment for building
coalitions. A president who confronts a Congress with one chamber
controlled by the opposing party will encounter significant opposition
and more limited legislative leeway.!'* With just two parties and elec-
tions that are always neck and neck, this is a regular event. It is unlikely
that a president will win opposing-party support through cabinet
appointments or policy concessions when facing an adversarial Con-
gress. The effectiveness of pork barrel politics has significantly dimin-
ished. Due to high polarization, the binary US party system limits pres-
idents’ ability to form cross-party alliances.

Thus, the most dangerous threat to a presidential democracy appears
to be deep partisan polarization—a dynamic that raises the already high
stakes for winner-take-all presidential elections to impossible levels. In a
recent essay, Lee Drutman and Scott Mainwaring explain why PR can be
successful with presidentialism:

The United States now experiences many of Juan Linz’s warned-about
“perils of presidentialism.” Gridlock, immobilism, and the problem of
“dual legitimacy” (presidents and legislatures claiming competing
mandates) are present under divided government, and are weakening
US democracy. Conversely, when the same party controls the White
House and Congress in this era of intense polarization, congressional
checks on the president are too weak. . . .

Whatever concerns about presidentialism exist, there is no evi-
dence that a two-party system makes presidentialism function better.
If a two-party system works well with presidentialism, it is only when
that two-party system produces non-ideological, moderate parties.
Whatever risks exist in combining presidentialism and multipartyism
in the United States, they are far fewer than doing nothing and main-
taining the divisive us-against-them status quo.'?’

How Governing Coalitions Form in Multiparty Systems

All legislatures require majority votes to pass legislation. In multiparty
systems, multiple parties join to form a governing coalition. Some-
times, these multiparty coalitions form before elections, particularly in
presidential multiparty systems. In parliamentary systems, coalitions
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usually come together after elections, although in some instances they
form beforehand.

The postelection coalition-formation process is often high drama,
full of political wheeling and dealing. Typically, the party that wins the
most seats plays the role of “formateur”—and gets the first shot at
building a coalition. The process of coalition formation involves much
public and private back-and-forth, some of it performative, some of it
genuine. In the end, a governing coalition forms, often with a written
agreement (which takes time to work out).!?!

On average, the postelection negotiation process takes less than a
month (shorter than the two-month period between US elections and the
seating of a new Congress). However, the duration can vary. The
Netherlands, which has the most proportional system in Europe and typ-
ically the most legislative parties, usually takes the longest to form a
government—on average, about three months.!?? Generally, high polar-
ization and excessive legislative fragmentation contribute to longer
negotiation periods.!?® Parties form coalitions more easily when they
mostly agree on the important issues or have different issues they care
about and so can effectively logroll. Coalitions also form more easily
when individual leaders have more experience in office.!** Generally,
partisan coalitions reflect a broad agreement that strikes a compromise
among parties based on their vote share.!?’

Although postelection coalitions are more common in parliamentary
systems, about a quarter of all governments that form in such systems
emerge from preelection coalitions. That is, multiple parties agree that if
they win a majority of seats between them, they will govern as a coali-
tion. This helps voters pick the government they want to support early on
and improves the chances of a smooth coalition formation postelection.!?

Preelection coalitions are more common in multiparty presidential
systems. According to one recent study, 56 percent of multiparty presi-
dencies were supported by a preelectoral coalition.!?” Because presi-
dents are elected by a majority vote, this puts a higher premium on pre-
electoral coordination. If different parties work together for one
presidential candidate, these efforts boost that candidate’s chances of
winning. Supporting a presidential candidate can give smaller parties
benefits such as policy concessions, support for lower-level candidates,
cabinet positions, and other appointments.'?8

Generally, coalitions that form more easily stay together more easily.
Since most parliamentary democracies do not have fixed elections, the
collapse of a coalition can bring about a new election, while a “caretaker”
government keeps the lights on until a new government is formed. Presi-
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dential systems are more rigid (or stable, depending on your perspective),
so a broken-down coalition can mean immobilism and gridlock.

Occasionally, proportional multiparty countries have failed to form
governments. For example, in the Netherlands, it took a record 225 days
(nine months) to form a new government following the 2021 election.
After the 2017 Dutch election, forming a government took seven
months. But during these periods, caretaker governments still operated,
as is typically the case in parliamentary systems during the coalition-
formation process.

As a general pattern, governments in western Europe form rela-
tively quickly, usually within a few weeks. However, the average for-
mation time has been creeping up lately, and the number of coalitions
taking more than sixty and even ninety days to form has increased.

Another general trend in recent years has been toward more new
party activity in proportional systems. However, this has only translated
into modest increases in legislative fractionalization.

In the United States, a new Congress is not seated until two months
after an election, which would give American parties time to work out
potential coalitions if the country adopted a more proportional system.
However, the recent drama around the selection of the House Speaker
has prompted some to question whether such a system would make this
even more difficult.

Yet there are two things to keep in mind. One is that the role of the
House Speaker has varied over time, and the current role is uniquely
powerful. At various times, the Speaker has been a much less powerful
actor. For example, from 1937 to 1961, the House was effectively led
by a powerful Rules Committee, which itself was led by a (mostly con-
servative) coalition across party lines. Individual committees were also
more powerful.

The second consideration is that in an era of narrow congressional
majorities and two polarized parties, small groups can have tremendous
leverage. Given that there are many ways for the House of Representa-
tives to operate and many possibilities for a more committee-based
internal governance system, we should be able to imagine alternative
organizing structures that would work better with a more proportional
system. Indeed, our own history suggests many recipes from periods in
which our party system contained multitudes.

Nonetheless, the dynamics of changed legislative organization
under PR would merit further study. Shifting to a more proportional
system of voting without thinking through legislative organization
would be extremely shortsighted and potentially disastrous.
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Can Proportional Systems Better Govern from the Center?

Once a government is formed, there are many ways to evaluate its per-
formance. One common evaluative framework asks whether govern-
ment policymaking corresponds broadly to citizen preferences. Typi-
cally, this is measured by correspondence with the median voter.

In a majoritarian two-party system, the expected convergence
mechanism is strategically electoral, or “Downsian”: major parties are
expected to converge on the political middle, with both parties offering
moderate, center-oriented policy programs in accordance with the the-
ory proposed by Anthony Downs. Obviously, this convergence mecha-
nism is not operative in the American party system.'?° It also does not
appear to be operative in other majoritarian democracies, casting con-
siderable doubt on the theory.!** There are many potential reasons for
this disconnect. There is also considerable debate over the underlying
prediction of the theory and whether it is flawed, either because it
makes too many unrealistic assumptions about how parties and candi-
dates behave or because various institutional mechanisms are standing
in the way of convergence.'*! We will put those debates to the side for
now and only observe that parties in the United States are clearly not
converging on a political middle.

In a proportional multiparty system, the expected convergence
mechanism is mathematical and coalitional. A winning multiparty coali-
tion on a single dimension must, by definition, include the median party.
The median party represents the policy of the median voter (or some-
thing close to it). This gives the median party considerable leverage.!?
Thus, Michael Laver and Norman Schofield argue, “the party controlling
the median legislator . . . is effectively a dictator on policy. . . . It makes
no difference if it goes off on holiday to Bermuda and sits on the beach
getting a suntan. If we confine ourselves to one-dimensional accounts of
coalition bargaining, then the core position of the party controlling the
median legislator implies that its policies should be enacted whatever it
does.”!3* The formal results correspond to empirical evidence. Policy
outputs in proportional multiparty systems do, on balance, correspond
better to median voter preferences than policy outputs in majoritarian
two-party systems.!**

Of course, the reduction of politics to a single dimension is an over-
simplification. As previously discussed, multidimensionality is crucial
for resilience in all systems, including political ones. If we value multi-
dimensionality, a two-party system becomes more brittle, since it can
really only handle one dimension of conflict at a time, leading to more
dramatic realignments as issue dimensions change.!3® One-dimensional
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politics is especially prone to binary polarization, as, ironically, Downs
showed. He spells out his median voter theory on page 118 of his 1957
An Economic Theory of Democracy. On page 119, Downs lays out a dif-
ferent distribution, one that is more bimodal. In this case, single-win-
ner elections give extremists too much power.

Here is the logic: “If voters’ preferences are distributed so that vot-
ers are massed bimodally near the extremes, the parties will remain poles
apart in ideology,” Downs writes. Under such conditions, “abstention is
rational for extremist voters who are future oriented. They are willing to
let the worse party win today in order to keep the better party from mov-
ing towards the center, so that in future elections it will be closer to them.
. . . Abstention thus becomes a threat to use against the party nearest to
one’s own extreme position so as to keep it away from the center.”!3¢

Once the center collapses, parties move to extremes:

In such a situation, unless voters can somehow be moved to the center
of the scale to eliminate their polar split, democratic government is
not going to function at all well. In fact, no government can operate so
as to please most of its people; hence the situation may lead to revo-
lution. . . . The once centralized distribution begins to polarize into
two extremes as the incumbents increasingly antagonize those who
feel themselves oppressed. When the distribution has become so split
that one extreme is imposing by force policies abhorred by the other
extreme, open warfare breaks out.'3’

In this way, a minority massed at the extreme of one party can
effectively rule by strategic use of leverage.

This pattern resembles the “base”-dependent strategy of mobiliza-
tion now dominant in American politics, particularly on the right. The
base—a political minority—can threaten to withhold support from a
more moderate candidate. The fewer moderates in the electorate, the
more potent this threat becomes. And the more parties pull to extremes,
the fewer moderates remain. Under such circumstances, a logical parti-
san strategy is “demonization” (discussed above), in which party lead-
ers try to mobilize extreme voters not by moderating themselves but by
demonizing their political opponents and raising the stakes of the elec-
tion. This leads to more affective polarization, which further threatens
democratic stability.

Multiparty systems allow for more multidimensional coalitions, such
that politics is more likely to stay around the political center—the so-
called heart of politics. This is because when coalitions are more flexi-
ble, extreme positions on any single dimension are harder to sustain.'*
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How Does PR Relate to Government Quality and
Effectiveness?

Theories of coalition formation and governing provide admittedly indi-
rect ways of understanding the core question here: How do voting sys-
tems relate to government performance? Thus far, the literature has sug-
gested mostly that coalition formation is different under different types
of systems, all of which have pros and cons. There are also differing
theories on median convergence. Proportional systems are better at
achieving a policy orientation toward the political middle.

Now we turn more directly to measures of government perform-
ance. A challenge here is that government performance is subjective.
Nonetheless, democracy scholars have developed many metrics for
measuring performance. Here, we assess how three measures of per-
formance are related to district size and legislative fragmentation.

The first is the “Good Governance” measure of the Quality of Gov-
ernance Institute, which assesses “a political system in terms of its
executive capability and accountability.”'3® The relationship between
good governance and district magnitude (a measure of proportionality)
in the 2010s suggests no significant relationship, save that countries
with very large district magnitudes have worse governance on this
measure. The relationship between legislative fragmentation and good
governance is relatively weak, although as a general pattern, OECD
countries with greater legislative fragmentation perform marginally bet-
ter on the Good Governance measure.

The second measure is the same institute’s “Government Effective-
ness” score, which focuses on the capacity of government to “to pro-
duce and implement good policies and deliver public goods.” Its com-
ponents include “the quality of public service provision, the quality of
the bureaucracy, the competence of civil servants, the independence of
the civil service from political pressures, and the credibility of the gov-
ernment’s commitment to policies.”'*

Looking first at district magnitude, the relationship suggests a slight
boost in effectiveness in the mid-range of district magnitude, although
nothing approaching statistical significance. With regard to legislative
fractionalization, we see a statistically significant relationship in the
2010s, with more legislatively fragmented OECD countries performing
better on the Government Effectiveness score. This relationship appears
to continue into the current decade, although with fewer observations,
statistical significance disappears.

The third measure is the “Functioning of Government” score from
Freedom House, which assesses the accountability, openness, and
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transparency of governments.'*! Here again, there is a slight boost in
the middle range of district magnitude, although short of statistical sig-
nificance. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the most leg-
islatively fragmented countries had slightly worse functioning than
those in the middle range. But in the 2010s and into the 2020s, it is the
most legislatively fragmented countries that have the highest degree of
government functioning.

All these measures show considerable variation across electoral
systems, even though a relationship exists. Indeed, the strongest predic-
tor of government quality, effectiveness, and functioning is gross
domestic product (GDP). Rich countries perform better on all these
measures than poor countries.'*> However, if we plot per capita GDP
against each measure of government performance, we see a steady pat-
tern. The United States consistently falls short of the level of govern-
ment performance one would expect for a nation of its wealth. This
underperformance is highest in the 2010s, reflecting worsening hyper-
partisan polarization and the Republican Party’s drift toward illiberal-
ism (at least according to V-Dem scores). The overall relationship is a
steady linear increase up to a point. Once a country hits a per capita real
GDP of around $50,000, there are no additional gains in government
quality from additional wealth.

What conclusions should we draw from these relationships? As
with the previous analysis of extremism in the party system, we see that
party systems in the upper-middle range of fractionalization perform the
best. The relationship between district magnitude and performance vari-
ables is more tenuous and unclear.

To the extent these analyses can guide us, they strongly suggest that
legislative fractionalization, not proportionality directly, is the key vari-
able for a healthier political system. However, legislative fractionaliza-
tion is difficult to engineer, and too much fragmentation can be prob-
lematic as well. Moving toward a more modestly proportional system
could facilitate healthy levels of legislative fractionalization.

However, concerns about fragmentation undermining the function-
ing of governing are not supported here or in other studies.'** If deep
polarization is the most vexing problem, there is also no evidence that
more fragmented party systems are more polarized.'*

The Bottom Line: Party System and Quality of Government

Majoritarian and proportional systems organize around different theories
of governance. The majoritarian vision believes that governance works
best when one party has majority control, can implement its preferred
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policies, and is directly accountable for its performance. The propor-
tional vision believes that effective governance involves considering
numerous perspectives, even if doing so makes it difficult for voters to
deliver a decisive mandate.

Practically, the United States is not a fully majoritarian system,
given the many veto points in the system. The United States is also a
presidential democracy. Although PR and presidentialism together were
once viewed negatively, recent studies indicate that the combination can
function effectively. Contrary to earlier assessments, it is no longer con-
sidered a difficult combination.

Majoritarian and proportional systems have different approaches to
coalition formation, but the distinctions are often overstated. Many pro-
portional democracies, especially presidential ones, form preelectoral
coalitions. And in the United States, frequently divided government
means that, in practice, much governing winds up being done by reluc-
tant de facto coalitions.

Various measures of government performance do not show that pro-
portionality (as measured by district magnitude) has any statistical cor-
relation with government performance. Moderate to high levels of legisla-
tive fragmentation are linked to better government performance, indicating
that the party system is more important than proportionality per se.

Eliminating Gerrymandering and
Improving Constituency Representation

Two other issues related to PR do not fit neatly into any of the sections
above. The first is an important benefit of proportional representation: its
ability to eliminate gerrymandering. The second is a commonly raised
concern about PR: that it will undermine constituency representation.

Single-Member Districts and Gerrymandering

Under single-member districts, the translation of national party votes
into congressional seats depends on how voters are spread across dis-
tricts. This enables gerrymandering. It also leads to distortions even
without intentional gerrymandering.'** As one literature review sums up
the problem, “One well-evidenced feature of electoral systems that
employ single-member districts is that legislative contest outcomes are
almost invariably disproportional, irrespective of any explicit political
involvement in the drawing of district boundaries.”'*® Recent US elec-
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tions have been roughly proportional at the national level. But within
many states, representation is extremely disproportional.

Under certain conditions, it is possible for a party that wins a
minority of votes statewide to still win a majority of legislative seats.
This is called a “plurality reversal,” and it is a documented feature of
single-winner districting. It does not happen often, but it can happen
enough to raise questions about electoral fairness.!*” The Electoral Col-
lege demonstrates the same dynamic of accumulated winner-take-all
elections. A candidate can prevail, even if he or she did not win the pop-
ular vote, by gaining support in specific geographic areas.'*® A similar
electoral inversion happened in 2012, when Republicans won a major-
ity of seats in the House of Representatives, even though Democratic
candidates received more votes than Republican candidates.

Typically, state-level plurality reversals are a product of active ger-
rymandering, which usually exacerbates the disproportionality of vote-
to-seat ratios. But some of this distortion happens naturally. Sometimes,
voters distribute themselves “inefficiently.” For example, if Democratic
voters overwhelmingly cluster into urban districts, many Democratic
votes will be “wasted.”

Single-member districts make gerrymandering especially profitable.
Mapmakers can draw tens of thousands of possible maps and then
choose the one that maximizes their preferred metric. If that metric is
partisan bias, they can maximize it, as many have. Sometimes, extreme
partisan gerrymanders wind up being struck down by courts.

However, because single-member districts generate many naturally
occurring distortions in proportionality, scholars have struggled to find
a clear standard to differentiate between normal bias and gerrymander-
ing. Despite at least eighteen proposed metrics, scholars have not
agreed on a standard for deciding where to draw the line between
expected distortions within a normal range and obviously intentional
gerrymandering.'* This failure reflects the reality that some distortion
is inherent in single-member districting. The party that more efficiently
distributes its voters has an unfair advantage.

Attempts to make maps “fair” are also complicated by other nor-
mative values of districting: competitiveness, compactness, keeping
communities of interest together, and ensuring adequate minority repre-
sentation through majority-minority districts. Competitiveness poses the
biggest challenge to partisan fairness. Imagine a scenario in which
every district is a 51-49 district. In this scenario, every district would
also be very competitive. However, the smallest national swing would
dramatically shift the balance of power—a hypermajoritarian result.
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Or consider the opposite end of this spectrum. To ensure a 51-49
balance of power based on voter registration data, Party A could get 51
districts that are safe for Party A, and Party B could get 49 districts safe
for Party B. Under such a scenario, perfect proportionality would be
achieved, but not a single seat would be contested. In this respect, par-
tisan fairness and competitiveness are often in tension. The more dis-
tricts that are evenly balanced, the greater the potential distortion from
small shifts in partisan support.

In the United States today, the reality is far closer to the partisan-
fairness end of this continuum, although it may not feel that way. By
most estimates, about 90 percent of districts are uncompetitive. This
puts a ceiling on how big a majority either party can hope to win in
Congress. However, control of the chamber rests on the remaining 10
percent of districts. Moreover, because most single-member districts are
uncompetitive, primary elections become disproportionately important.

How might this change under proportional representation? PR in
legislative elections allows for multiple candidates and multiple parties
to represent the same district. Seats are won by parties in close propor-
tion to their share of the vote. The larger the district magnitude, the
lower the percentage of the vote a party needs to win at least one seat.
Lower thresholds make districts more proportional but also allow more
viable parties.

Cross-nationally, gerrymandering is a much more significant prob-
lem in majoritarian democracies than in proportional ones. As propor-
tionality increases, gerrymandering becomes irrelevant and insignifi-
cant.'® Single-member districts lead to more wasted votes and increase
the chances of districting manipulation. Larger districts waste fewer
votes, because they allow for more winners. Single-member districts
often result in only two parties, making it easier for mapmakers to pre-
dict election outcomes based on past voting patterns. In multiparty sys-
tems, voters are less predictable, making it harder to anticipate the con-
sequences of alternative districting schemes.

Were the United States to adopt PR for House elections, the number
of wasted votes would decline. Parties would be motivated to compete
more extensively, allowing more voters to have a say. Gerrymandering
would become irrelevant.

District Size and Constituency Service

A commonly voiced concern about PR is that multimember districts
undermine constituency-representative relationships. Certainly, a single
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representative is easier for voters to identify, and single-member dis-
tricts clearly incentivize the cultivation of a “personal vote” by doing
good constituency service—for instance, by helping citizens navigate
federal programs and services. Several studies have shown that repre-
sentatives from single-member districts prioritize constituency service
more than those from multimember districts.!>!

However, the quality of constituency service in single-member dis-
tricts can be highly variable, especially in safe districts. Representa-
tives from competitive and swing districts prioritize constituency serv-
ice. With greater electoral safety, representatives place less importance
on serving their constituents and are less likely to respond to their
requests.'>? Since around 90 percent of elected US representatives
come from safe districts, prioritizing constituency service is largely
optional. Some representatives do; others don’t.!>* As Brian Crisp and
Scott Desposato note, “In SMDs, incumbents only compete with chal-
lengers who often lack experience, funding, and other perks necessary
to pose a real threat. In MMDs, incumbents have to face other incum-
bents in the same district.”!>*

In the United States, minority constituents are also less likely to
receive responses to constituent service requests, particularly from
Republican legislators.!> Latino constituents are especially likely to be
ignored.'** However, when the legislator is a member of a minority
community, response rates for that community go up.'’

In an exhaustive study, Daniel J. Butler finds that “politicians
exhibit favoritism toward some constituents over others” and “are less
responsive to constituents who are not from their racial group.”!s®
Importantly, Butler argues that much of this unresponsiveness cannot
be explained by strategic behavior, suggesting significant limits on the
ability of competition to drive better constituency service. As Butler
explains, “Politicians come to office with different information, knowl-
edge, and sets of experiences that make it easier for them to work on
issues important to people like them. . . . [P]oliticians’ personal knowl-
edge allows them to more easily help those most like them. This is
exactly the behavior we expect from rational officials: they should
work on the issues for which their personal knowledge makes it is less
costly to do so0.”!?

Butler suggests that multimember districts can improve representa-
tion by providing diverse citizens with more diverse representation. “A
major benefit of multi-member districts is that each legislator comes to
office with unique experiences and information on different topics. Leg-
islators in multi-member districts can use that knowledge to specialize
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in different issues that are important in the district and provide Pareto-
improving representation.”'®® (i.e., better representation for everyone)

In a single-member district, the quality of constituency service
depends on both the characteristics of that district (is it competitive?)
and the particular experiences and demographics of the representative
(which constituent groups does he or she care about?). By contrast, in a
multimember district, constituents have multiple representatives and thus
a greater chance of finding one who shares their values and concerns.

The level of emphasis representatives place on constituent service in
multimember districts depends on the presence of “candidate-specific”
voting on ballots. Open-list PR and single-transferable vote (STV) sys-
tems enable voting for specific candidates and incentivize constituency
service. Closed-list systems do not. Thus, under open-list and STV sys-
tems, where representatives can pay a price for poorly attending to their
districts, candidates spend more time addressing the concerns of their
constituents.!®! If they don’t, they are more likely to lose.

The idea behind multimember districts is that having a diverse
group of representatives is beneficial for a large and diverse population.
Rather than splitting a large geographic area into several smaller con-
stituencies, each with one representative, it is better to let several rep-
resentatives simultaneously represent the entire geography. Different
representatives will inevitably bring different perspectives and better
represent different subconstituencies.

The US Congress has long had multimember districts for the Sen-
ate: each state is a two-member district whose senators are usually
elected nonconcurrently. Historically, many states have elected senators
from opposing parties, although this has become rarer recently. Senators
from the same state often have different representation styles, focusing
on different issues and constituencies. As Wendy Schiller concludes in
discussing multimember district representation in the US Senate, “If we
incorporate the two-person nature of Senate delegations and the multi-
dimensionality of legislative behavior into our evaluation of Senate rep-
resentation, we can conclude that representation in the U.S. Senate is
better than it is commonly believed to be. When two senators from the
same state are viewed as a pair, it is clear that their combined represen-
tational agendas include a wide range of interests and opinions that
exists among constituents in their state.”!6?

Schiller finds that senators from the same state establish a distinct
identity, particularly when they come from the same party. Same-state
senators seek out different voter groups, sectors, interest bodies, and
geographical constituents. Their campaigns, committee assignments,
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sponsored bills, senate speeches, and roll-call votes all provide evi-
dence of this.

In a single-member district, each party can only choose one repre-
sentative. This means that parties (or party voters in a primary) often
choose the most generically “electable” representative. Practically, this
means somebody who meets the stereotypical view of what a represen-
tative should look like: white, male, older, and personally wealthy. By
contrast, in a multimember district, parties can offer a slate of candi-
dates that appeal more broadly to distinct subsets of voters in the hope
of improving their overall vote share.!®® In turn, individual candidates
can more specifically prioritize the concerns of subconstituencies that
might otherwise have their issues ignored.!®* By contrast, “focusing on
issues that are not salient for all voters is not a viable strategy where a
candidate must win a large proportion—a plurality or even a majority—
of votes to get elected.”!®

The US Congress has certainly become more diverse across race
and gender over time. However, the United States lags behind many
peer nations in equal representation, particularly across gender.

A related feature of constituency representation involves bringing
federal spending to home districts. Like constituency service, this is a
nonideological means of serving a district and cultivating a personal
vote. However, to the extent that cities are split into separate districts,
individual representatives may have a more difficult time coordinating
to secure citywide funding projects. James Snyder and Michiko Ueda
find that “dividing large ‘natural economic communities’ into many sin-
gle-member districts may reduce the effectiveness of these communi-
ties’ legislative delegations, providing an argument for the use of multi-
member districts.”!%6

Similarly, Justin Kirkland finds that having shared responsibility for
a multimember district creates a basis on which representatives can
work together. As he explains, “Multi-member districts provide legisla-
tors with natural allies that should help them swing legislative outcomes
in favor of their home district. Legislators from single-member districts
lack allies expressly interested in helping them benefit their home dis-
tricts. Additionally, by creating an electoral environment where legisla-
tors have incentives to work across party lines the party cohesion within
a legislature (a result supported by Adams 1996) and create more ideo-
logically diverse political parties.”!’

In a study of multiple European democracies, Audrey Andre and
Sam Depauw find that under open-list systems (where candidate-specific
voting is allowed), larger district magnitude increases representatives’
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“likelihood of promoting the collective needs of a territorial or social
sub-constituency” and “probability of engaging in project work and
social group representation.”'%® However, larger district size is associated
with “a negative impact on the perceived effectiveness of assisting con-
stituents in their private dealings with public authorities in open-list and
closed-list systems alike.”!®” Although arguments for single-member dis-
tricts highlight the importance of direct constituency linkages, a recent
study concluded, “(Perhaps surprisingly) single-member (SM) district
systems do not have more geographically representative legislatures than
multi-member (MTM) district systems.”!”

The bottom line is that in a single-member district, both parties set-
tle on one candidate, and the two nominees compete to be the sole rep-
resentative of that district. This provides clarity and unity of direct rep-
resentation, but at the expense of diversity (across multiple dimensions).
A multimember district allows more diversity of representation for a
geographic area.

Moreover, because many single-member districts are not competi-
tive, many voters in those districts will not have voted for the represen-
tative who won. In early 2024, only 55 percent of Americans said that
their representative was deserving of reelection.!”! However, most
incumbent members of Congress win by much larger margins because
most districts are not competitive.

Many single-member districts also do not necessarily correspond to
meaningful constituencies. Within larger catchment areas, representa-
tives can serve different constituency groups with distinct identities.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The consequences of electoral system design have been the subject of
innumerable political science studies. Yet electoral system change is
never entirely predictable. All electoral systems interact with the under-
lying dynamics of societies. Electoral systems also reflect choices
among values and priorities. As the 2013 American Political Science
Association task force on electoral system design argued, “The choice
of an electoral system has normative consequences, requiring a clarifi-
cation of priorities, acceptance of tradeoffs, and perhaps even the sacri-
fice of a competing value. Electoral rules go a long way toward shaping
the way democracy develops. They determine whether relevant per-
spectives are included in decision making, the nature of the government
that emerges, the ways in which the public can hold this government
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accountable, and the pressures on parties to pursue certain modes of
socioeconomic redistribution (or not).”!”

Each country is different, and the United States is especially differ-
ent.!” Moreover, no reform is truly exogenous. The existing political
system affects what kinds of reforms are even possible and how they are
likely to be implemented. Changing from a majoritarian to a proportional
system is a consequential change, and one that should be approached
with significant caution.

Implementing a proportional system in the United States would
give a center-right party the chance to organize. The essential assump-
tion here is that enough voters on the right would support such a party,
were there an opportunity to do so in a way that would lead to getting a
proportional share of seats in the legislature. There are reasons to expect
this would be the case, given the growing desire that many Americans
express for more parties and the frustrations many report having with
partisan extremes. However, much would depend on the ability of lead-
ers to step forward and organize new parties with pro-democracy val-
ues. The recent elections in Poland show how a diverse pro-democracy
coalition can unite under a proportional system while still targeting dif-
ferent voter groups.

On balance, we see evidence that a more proportional multiparty
system could have significant benefits. It would offer a framework for
realigning partisan politics in ways that could reduce affective polariza-
tion (which is driven by the repeated binary zero-sum nature of sorted
partisan conflict) and marginalize extremist factions (the extremist fac-
tion on the right has a significant advantage in having captured one of
the two major parties and not having to face a more center-oriented con-
servative party). Implementing a PR system in the United States is
arguably the best way to counter the extreme Right and empower a pro-
democracy center-right party.

The relationship between PR and quality governance is less cer-
tain, although countries with medium to medium-high legislative frac-
tionalization score highest on various measures of effective and func-
tioning government. However, to the extent one believes, first, that
much of the recent deterioration of US governance flows from hyper-
partisan affective polarization and political extremism and, second, that
PR can ameliorate these concerns, it may follow that a proportional
system could improve governing quality. At the very least, there is no
systematic evidence that countries with more legislative fractionaliza-
tion are performing worse across measures of government quality,
functioning, and effectiveness.
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Although a more proportional, multiparty system could create
opportunities for political actors to realign and moderate US politics,
there are no guarantees. There are also lots of institutional design choices
to consider, which we do not weigh in on here because we do not agree
sufficiently, although we encourage further and more extensive research
on the trade-offs of different design choices, such as district magnitude,
voting methods, and remainder formulas. The analyses presented in this
chapter suggest that a PR system with moderate legislative fractionaliza-
tion would be effective for promoting healthy governance.

Ultimately, however, we can only go on the evidence we can observe.
We can assess the data, but we must also let ourselves think about the
behaviors that are possible under different rules. In politics, there are no
guarantees. But there are tendencies and probabilities.

Broadly, the group agrees on two main recommendations.

1. Congress should amend the 1967 Uniform Congressional Dis-
tricting Act and allow states to choose PR for their congressional dele-
gations if they wish to, prohibiting at-large bloc voting. Currently, states
are prohibited from electing their congressional delegations under mul-
timember districts by a 1967 law that was intended to curb at-large bloc
voting, which posed a significant risk to Black voters in the South. We
agree this law should be updated to allow states to choose to elect their
delegations through proportional multimember districts. Such a reform
would enable ballot initiatives on behalf of PR. It would also enable
state courts to impose PR as a remedy in gerrymandering cases. The
Constitution is silent on district magnitude. Congress has repeatedly
passed legislation instructing states on districting, including the 1967
law. None of these laws have been challenged as unconstitutional. Up
through the 1840s, states regularly elected congressional delegations
through multimember districts.

2. Individual states should move toward proportional, multimember
districts for their legislatures. PR would be applicable for any state leg-
islature. States could demonstrate how PR could work by electing their
legislatures under a proportional voting rule.

We disagree on other options. Some of us agree on the value of a
national mandate for PR for Congress, while others would prefer an incre-
mental approach right now. We reached no universal recommendation.

We also acknowledge the limitations of our initial recommendation.
Moving toward PR on a state-by-state basis could temporarily disrupt the
balance of power, depending on which states implement these changes.
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But state experimentation can also facilitate a gradual transition. By put-
ting this option on the table, we encourage a new pathway for reform.

Additionally, to the extent we move toward a system of PR in the
United States, our group would encourage different states to make insti-
tutional design choices most appropriate for their geographies and polit-
ical cultures.

We would like to see future research into and exploration of dif-
ferent approaches to PR, including the appropriate district magnitude
and whether to use the single-transferable vote, a party-list system, or
other variations of proportional representation. We recognize that
each of these systems has pros and cons, and there is no perfect sys-
tem for elections.

We have questions about how different rules could affect party sys-
tems and how PR in the House would work with single-winner elections
for the Senate. The question of how Congress might function under a
multiparty system also demands further study.

We would encourage more research into how governance might
change under PR and how a multiparty House might interact with the
presidency and a Senate that would still be elected under a single-win-
ner electoral system.

We believe more research should be devoted to all these questions.
Given the trajectory of American democracy, an opportunity for signif-
icant electoral change may open up. The more research and thought we
put into institutional design in advance, the more thoughtful the national
debate will be.
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Why Proportional
Representation Could
Make Things Worse

Richard H. Pildes

We have deep reservations about any proposal to replace our cur-
rent system of single-member districts (SMDs) and first-past-the-post
(FPTP) elections by amending federal law to permit or require states to
use multimember districts (MMDs) to elect members of Congress. For
proponents, the point of doing so would be to achieve proportional rep-
resentation (PR) in the US House of Representatives.! In the fall of
2020, some 200 academics sent an open letter to Congress urging it to
permit states to do so.? The Fair Representation Act,® introduced in the
House in 2021, would, among other things, require states with two or
more congressional districts to elect House members from MMDs using
a form of PR based on ranked-choice voting (a system otherwise known
as the single-transferrable vote [STV]).

The purpose of such proposals is to enable the creation of a House
comprised of five or six political parties. To the extent that Chapter 3
might be read as encouraging such changes, we would not want our
silence to be taken as an endorsement. We will refer here to proposals
for MMDs for Congress as proposals for PR.

PR proponents argue that the hyperpolarized nature of our two-party
system and the toxic, tribalistic political culture of our current era com-
pel a shift to PR. Their proposal is thus a response to the specific nature
of democratic politics in the United States today. The desire to find a sil-
ver bullet that would free us from a state of politics that few consider
healthy is understandable. But we are concerned that the diagnosis that

Larry Diamond and Frances Lee contributed substantially to this chapter.
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single-member districts and FPTP elections lie at the heart of America’s
descent into toxic politics may not be correct. More importantly, we
worry that electing House members through PR could well make our
political institutions even more dysfunctional. We also believe it is
important to understand the concrete institutional details of what a shift
to PR in the House would entail. The details are important, because look-
ing closely at how PR would actually work in the United States reveals
significant issues not readily apparent in more abstract debates about the
merits of such proposals.

How PR Would Work for Congress: Threshold Issues

Proponents of MMDs for the House suggest that such districts should
be designed to send five to seven members to Congress. This would
require new federal legislation because current federal law requires sin-
gle-member districts for Congress. One reason proponents argue for
MMDs, rather than a more straightforward system of statewide PR, is
their belief that Americans should be able to identify an individual rep-
resentative as “their” representative; many people, particularly lower-
income citizens, rely on congressional offices for assistance with Social
Security or other public entitlements and benefits.

Under the system of MMDs proposed in the Fair Representation Act,
a state such as North Carolina, with fourteen representatives, would be
divided into three districts, two of which would elect five members and
one of which would elect four. In the general election, ten or more candi-
dates would presumably be on the ballot for the five seats in a five-
member MMD. Currently, the average population of a congressional dis-
trict is about 761,000 people. Under the proposed system, North Carolina
would have two districts of 3.805 million people and one with 3.044 mil-
lion. If the entire state were a single electoral district, there would be no
natural and statutory connection between the state’s fourteen house mem-
bers and its nearly 11 million residents. Hence, the choice of MMDs
rather than statewide PR is to enable residents to continue to feel con-
nected to “their” representatives and hold them accountable. Whether
either of those aims would be realistic in districts with 3 million people is
an initial question.

Moreover, to make this system work, the method by which we vote
would have to change in fairly substantial ways. Thus, one of the
requirements reformers sometimes pair with the introduction of MMDs
is ranked-choice voting (the single transferrable vote system mentioned



Why Proportional Representation Could Make Things Worse 163

above). Voters rank as many of the ten or more candidates as they pre-
fer. In a five-member MMD, any candidate who wins more than a sixth
of the vote (close to 17 percent) is immediately elected. The seats that
remain empty after this initial round are filled by winnowing down the
rest of the field: the candidates with the fewest first-preference votes are
eliminated and their votes are transferred to whichever candidate is
ranked immediately below the eliminated candidate on each ballot, until
five candidates have cleared the one-sixth-plus-one-vote threshold. In a
seven-member MMD, the threshold for victory is one-eighth of the vote
(12.5 percent) plus one. The fewer members elected from a district, the
higher the minimal winning threshold.* Proponents believe an electoral
system composed of moderately sized districts (say, of up to five mem-
bers each) would generate a Congress of five or six parties, with per-
haps a green party, a socialist party, and a moderate Democratic Party
on the left and a religious party, a libertarian party, and a business-ori-
ented Republican Party on the right.

Recognizing the informational burden this system would put on
voters, PR proponents instead sometimes suggest using a party-list vot-
ing system. This system would even more dramatically change the way
we vote. First, it would do away with primary elections for choosing a
party’s nominees. Instead, each party would choose, through whatever
internal processes it preferred, a slate of candidates and rank order
them on the ballot. Voters would then cast a single vote for their pre-
ferred party. In a “closed-list” system, voters could not vote for a spe-
cific candidate or alter the rank ordering of the candidates on the list.
In a partially or fully “open-list” system, voters could vote for a spe-
cific candidate on the party-chosen list, which would also count as a
vote for that party, or they could simply vote for a particular party
without identifying any specific candidate. Under party-list PR, politi-
cal parties receive a number of seats in the legislature proportionate to
their vote share. While we might be sympathetic to a system in which
parties regain more control over selecting their nominees, the shift to
a list PR form of party-based voting would be a radical one in the
American context.

Several additional issues related to the mechanics of this system
should be noted. One immediate problem is that twenty-one states,
nearly half of them, have fewer than five representatives. If five repre-
sentatives is the ideal number for each MMD—enabling the desired level
of multiparty competition in all states—the introduction of PR would
have to be paired with a massive expansion of the House (which has
been set at 435 representatives since 1929). Seven states currently have
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only one representative. To give those states five representatives, the
House would need to have 2,175 members. Again, even PR proponents
are not enamored of that much representation. They typically propose a
House of 700 members, roughly the size of the lower chambers in Ger-
many and the United Kingdom. At this size, the thirteen states that today
have just one or two representatives would not be able to constitute a
single five-member MMD. Thus, parties capable of crossing the electoral
threshold with 17 percent of the vote in some states would not win a sin-
gle seat in smaller states with that same 17 percent.

As noted above, new congressional legislation would be required to
adopt any version of MMDs. But a critical question is whether any such
legislation should merely permit states to shift to MMDs or require them
to. While the Fair Representation Act mandates MMDs with PR for all
states with multiple representatives, many reform proponents advocate
permitting, but not requiring, states to use MMDs. This is surely a con-
cession to political realities, for a shift even to voluntary use of MMDs
would be a heavy political lift. But in a voluntary system, partisan cal-
culations would undoubtedly shape legislative decisions about whether
to shift to MMDs, along with calculations about the choices other states
would be anticipated to make. The legislative majority in any one state
would have to decide to weaken its power by shifting to MMDs without
any guarantee that other states would do the same. State-by-state parti-
san calculations would drive those choices. Such dynamics are precisely
why Congress concluded in 1842, and reaffirmed in 1967, that a uniform
national requirement for congressional districts is required. The pro-
posed system of MMDs for the House, then, would be unlikely to get off
the ground or to remain stable unless Congress mandated it uniformly.
That is most likely why the Fair Representation Act would require states
to use MMDs for Congress.

Another question is whether MMDs would actually generate multi-
party democracy in the United States. Senators and the president would
continue to be elected as they currently are, given hardwired provisions
of the Constitution. Because two-party competition will continue to
dominate these higher offices, how many ambitious politicians would
run under other party labels for the House?

In sum, under these proposals PR would concretely mean either a
700-member House of around six parties or a House closer to (or
exactly) the current size with less proportionality, alongside two-party
competition for the presidency and the Senate. Voters would choose
among ten or so candidates in districts of around 2.4 million to 3.8 mil-
lion people (about three to five times the size of current districts). For
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a voting system, they would use STV or an open-list PR system for
either one candidate or one political party. The practical range and
nature of the changes required to implement such a system within the
constraints of American institutions would be major considerations if
Congress ever seriously debated requiring or permitting MMDs and PR.

Is the Diagnosis on Which PR Proposals Rest Accurate?

PR proponents argue that under the current SMD/winner-take-all elec-
toral system for the House, two-party competition is responsible for
the toxic “us-versus-them” political culture that has emerged. And
these proponents maintain that a six-party Congress would encourage
more compromise-oriented politics, rather than simply making legis-
lation more difficult. Because no party would be likely to win an out-
right legislative majority, governing would require coalition building.
Parties would purportedly recognize that they have to compromise to
get anything done, and more extreme, uncompromising parties could
be left on the margins of legislative work. Different coalitional majori-
ties, so the theory goes, would be assembled for different issues. But
forming a coalition without the party or parties of the political center
would be difficult. With more parties, more viewpoints would have to
be considered.

But there are good reasons to question whether PR proponents have
the correct diagnosis: that FPTP elections are a primary cause of our
current political disease. FPTP systems do tend to generate two-party
politics (with some qualifications), but no other FPTP system is char-
acterized by the toxic tribal politics and affective polarization that have
come to characterize the United States.

In the United Kingdom, the birthplace of FPTP, politics have long
been consensual, moderate, and pragmatic, despite major differences
over policy. The Margaret Thatcher years saw intense conflict, but
between then and Brexit, political scientists noted, “in contrast to Amer-
ican elites’ policy polarization, British politics witnessed dramatic depo-
larization, that is, policy convergence between the elites of the two
dominant political parties.”” Brexit, of course, roiled British politics for
half a decade after voters in 2016 approved the referendum to depart the
European Union, but it was an existential issue that countries rarely
confront. More importantly, Brexit did not entail tribal political conflict
between the two major parties; both were internally riven over Brexit
and related issues.
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The current leaders of both major British parties are again generally
viewed as technocratic and pragmatic. Although the constituencies of
the left and right parties in the United States and the United Kingdom
share much in common—the same stark educational divide, the same
rural/urban split—little in Britain resembles the affective polarization of
the United States, despite policy conflicts. As a leading British politi-
cal commentator put it in 2023, the United Kingdom is “Europe’s haven
of moderation.”® Indeed, that commentator warned, “Those in the UK
who campaign for proportional representation should view contempo-
rary Europe as a warning, not a template.”” The United Kingdom’s most
recent elections handed the governing reins to a modern left-of-center
Labour Party.

Similarly, one hardly would view Canada, the other major Western
democracy using FPTP elections, as afflicted by a toxic political culture
of affective polarization akin to that of the United States. As a major
comparative study concluded, the rise of affective polarization in the
United States since the 1990s is “not part of a cross-national trend.” In
other Western democracies, affective polarization was fairly stable, and
much lower than in the United States, during this period.®

If our system no longer produces moderate, pragmatic parties, we
should ask what other institutional features of our elections or political
culture could be causing FPTP to behave so differently. Likely candi-
dates include unique aspects of the ways we organize our democratic
process: our use of primary elections, our system of privately financed
campaigns, and our presidential nomination process that denies elected
party figures any formal role in choosing the parties’ nominees—issues
that other parts of this book address.

Chapter 3 offers data showing that affective polarization tends to be
greater in countries with FPTP elections. But we do not find this data
significant. No one thinks the United Kingdom, Canada, or Australia
has anything like the affective polarization that currently characterizes
the United States; nor is affective polarization a serious problem in
those countries. Indeed, one study’s general conclusion is that American
affective polarization, while above average, is not even “exceptionally
intense” in comparative perspective.’

Is the Cure Worse Than the Disease?

A major challenge that the United States and other Western democra-
cies face is restoring faith in their ability to deliver effective gover-
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nance on issues citizens care most about—and actually delivering that
governance.'® According to proponents of MMDs, this system would
produce a five- or six-party House. Our major concern is that this frag-
mentation of parties would make the political process more, not less,
dysfunctional. Given the depth of dissatisfaction with government
today, this is a particularly pressing concern. When democratic gov-
ernments fail to deal effectively with issues that matter most to voters,
that failure can lead to distrust, alienation, withdrawal, anger, and
resentment. Even worse, it can fuel desires for a strongman figure who
promises to cut through the dysfunction and deliver where democratic
governments have not.

The best place to examine how a five- or six-party Congress might
function is in the PR democracies of western Europe. But the way these
democracies have functioned over the last decade or so—the same
period in which politics in the United States has become so much more
divisive—is very different from how they functioned for most of the
period from World War II until about ten years ago. For this reason,
assessments of western European PR democracies from before this past
decade are outdated and can be misleading.!!

From World War II until around ten years ago, many of the PR
democracies in Europe that are formally multiparty systems had func-
tioned, in effect, as two-and-a-half-party systems.!'? Either one of the
two large, dominant parties won an outright majority, or it governed
with the support of one smaller party. This generated fairly stable and
continuous government, even as control might shift from one of the two
dominant parties to the other. The impression many have of how well
PR worked in these countries might well be based on this long period of
relatively stable politics.

But that era is now gone. Just as the last decade or so has brought
continual dissatisfaction with government in the United States, it has
brought continual dissatisfaction with government in western Europe.
This in turn has generated turbulent politics across much of the continent,
including the rise of “antisystem” politics and parties in many countries.'?

Over the last decade, the long-stable two-and-a-half-party structure
has collapsed in most of western Europe. The inability of governments
to address their citizens’ most pressing concerns has led to a hemor-
rhaging of support for the long-dominant European parties, such as Ger-
many’s center-right Christian Democrats and center-left Social Democ-
rats. As a result, support for the major parties has fractured, and new
insurgent parties of various ideologies have emerged while previously
minor parties, some of them populist or more ideologically extreme,
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have gained greater support. We are seeing in western Europe exactly
the kind of splintering of those larger parties that PR advocates claim
would be a virtue for the United States. Several of these systems, which
functioned in effect as two-and-a-half-party systems for decades, have
become five- or six-party systems.

One of us (Richard H. Pildes) has extensively detailed the rise of
these newly fragmented multiparty political systems in western Europe
and Scandinavia and shown how dysfunctional many of these govern-
ments have become.'* A standard summary measure of the fragmenta-
tion of a country’s party system is the “effective number of parliamen-
tary parties.”!> While this measure is based on a mathematical formula,
it gives an intuitive sense of how many parties matter in a legislature for
the purpose of assembling a majority. In FPTP systems, the number is
generally under 3 (in the United States it is 2, and in parliamentary sys-
tems it tends to be 3; it is about 2.4 in the United Kingdom, 2.8 in
Canada, and 3.2 in Australia). In most of Europe’s PR systems, the
effective number ranges from 5 to 7; in parliamentary Belgium, which
has had chronic problems forming governments, it is nearly 10. In Ger-
many, the number has risen from under 4 in 1990 (and 3 in the former
West Germany) to 5.5 today.'®

In general, the more fragmented party systems that have emerged in
Europe have had at least three effects on governance that those who
advocate adopting PR in the United States have underestimated. These
effects need to be carefully considered before embracing the goal of a
five- or six-party US House.

First, it now takes much longer to form a governing majority in
European parliaments, as bargaining drags on for many months between
the various parties and potential coalitional partners. Second, voters can
lack a clear sense of the government and policies they are voting for,
since coalitions between a number of parties are often cobbled together
after elections and on terms not always foreseeable in advance. Elites
bargain after elections to forge a governing majority (and hence policy),
although sometimes these coalitional pairings are made clear to voters
in advance. Such coalitions are also more likely to be ideologically
incoherent, since the multiple parties that comprise them often have
strongly divergent views on major issues.

Third, when these coalitional governments do manage to form, they
are more fragile. The departure of one or more minor parties from the
coalition can cause the government to collapse. This outcome has
become more likely, since conflicting ideologies among multiparty
coalitions can cause fissures that lead one or more to abandon the coali-
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tion. As a result, some of these democracies have had to hold repeated
national elections in an effort to find a governing majority. Others have
lost votes of no confidence.

These developments are powerful signs of continual dissatisfaction
with nearly all the PR governments of western Europe. Newly frag-
mented party systems in these countries reflect the strong frustrations of
so many citizens with their governments’ inability to deliver on issues
they care about. And yet, at the same time, this fragmentation makes it
even harder for governments to function effectively, since they are more
divided, fragile, and difficult to form in the first place. Democratic gov-
ernments in much of the West are now caught in this perverse dynamic.
The prospect of importing these struggles to the United States should
give pause to those advocating PR for the House.

To make the transformation of Europe’s PR systems more concrete,
consider the case of Germany, which until recently was considered a
bastion of stability and good governance among European democracies.
Since World War II, it had been a typical two-and-a-half-party system,
with the traditionally large center-left party (the Social Democrats) and
center-right party (the Christian Democrats) alternating in control of
government. Between them, these parties regularly combined in the
1970s to receive over 90 percent of the vote.

But in recent years, Germany has splintered into a six-party sys-
tem.!” In the 2017 elections, the two previously dominant parties com-
bined to receive just 53 percent of the vote,'® and in 2021 they failed to
achieve a combined majority. The votes these major parties shed were
absorbed by smaller parties of various ideologies, such as the Alterna-
tive for Germany (AfD), the Free Democrats, the Greens, and the Left.
After 2017, it took six months to form a government, the longest time
since the creation of Germany’s post—-World War IT democracy."

Since its most recent elections, Germany has been governed by a
three-party coalition for the first time. While that coalition has remained
mostly united over Ukraine policy, the ideological conflicts between the
three parties, particularly on domestic issues, have raised questions
about whether even a three-party coalition can function effectively.?
The coalition has proven highly unpopular, partly because the two
smaller parties have been fiercely at odds.?' Dissatisfaction with gov-
ernment in Germany remains extremely high; at the time of this writing,
only 19 percent of people report being “satisfied” with the govern-
ment.?? Partly as a result, the hard-right AfD is currently the second-
most popular party in Germany.” Commentators describe the country as
“slipping further and further into crisis.”*
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Chapter 3 presents partial evidence suggesting that PR systems
score well on expert assessments of “Good Governance” and “Govern-
ment Effectiveness,” as well as Freedom House’s “Functioning of Gov-
ernment” measure. But these measures focus heavily on inputs to or
general qualities of government, such as how transparent it is or how
much corruption exists, rather than on how effectively government
delivers policy solutions to pressing problems. We think the most mean-
ingful evidence of how citizens feel about their governments is what
economists call their “revealed preferences”: the way they actually vote.
And as voting patterns throughout western Europe demonstrate, citizens
have been consistently dissatisfied with the performance of their gov-
ernments and continually searching for new alternatives.

In the spirit of healthy skepticism, we offer Table 4.1, which pres-
ents the percentile scores on three often-used World Bank measures of
governance quality—government effectiveness, control of corruption,
and rule of law—for two sets of seven advanced industrial democracies:
one predominantly majoritarian with an average effective number of
parties of 2.49, and the other PR (and for the most part, highly propor-
tional) with an average effective number of parties of 6.37.2° As is
apparent from the table, there is virtually no difference in the average
quality of governance for the two systems. The majoritarian systems

Table 4.1 Governance Quality, Majoritarian and PR Systems,
2022 Percentile Scores

Number of Government Control of  Rule of
Country Effective Parties  Effectiveness Corruption Law
Australia 3.15 93 95 91
Canada 2.76 94 93 93
United Kingdom 2.39 86 93 89
United States 2.0 87 83 89
Japan 2.69 96 91 92
Korea 2.09 90 77 85
Taiwan 2.38 91 83 87
Majoritarian Average — 2.49 91 88 89
Belgium 9.7 85 89 88
Denmark 7.24 98 100 100
Germany 5.51 88 96 92
Israel 6.51 85 79 81
Netherlands 7.03 95 97 93
Spain 3.44 78 75 77
Sweden 5.18 95 98 94

Proportional Average  6.37 89 91 89
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actually have the edge in government effectiveness with an average per-
centile rank of 91, compared to 89 for the PR systems; the PR systems
do a bit better in controlling corruption (91 to 88); and the two systems
have the same average percentile scores on rule of law (89).2¢

To be sure, the challenge of party fragmentation is greater in par-
liamentary systems than it would be in the American presidential sys-
tem. In the United States, the government’s existence wouldn’t depend
on a majority coalition. Nonetheless, a majority would have to be
forged to elect a Speaker of the House and determine how committees
would be structured.

The western European experience over the last decade or so is crit-
ical to understand because it illustrates the range of difficulties associ-
ated with putting together majority coalitions in systems with five or six
political parties—and also puts to rest the notion that PR systems there
are working smoothly and producing effective government with wide-
spread public satisfaction.?” Moreover, PR systems have always made
it more likely that more extreme minority parties will gain representa-
tion. One way PR systems have contained that threat is by forging an
agreement among major parties not to go into coalition with extremists
(known as a “cordon sanitaire”). Yet that approach has widely broken
down (though not in France), as these parties have grown in support
through PR and coalitions have become dependent on more extreme
parties to govern.?®

The US party system is already fragmented. Even without a multi-
party system, the Democrats and the Republicans are both sharply
divided internally, particularly in recent years on the Republican side.
These internal factional disputes, despite being confined within the two-
party system, have already made governing substantially more difficult.
Yet, as riven by conflict as the two major parties are at the moment, at
least their quarrels take place within the two-party system, in which fel-
low party members have strong incentives to pull together.

Imagine if each party were split, as PR advocates would prefer, into
three parties, generating a six-party Congress. First, there would be the
issue of electing a Speaker of the House, through a majority vote of the
whole chamber. This is not equivalent to forming a government in a par-
liamentary system, but it would be similar to forming a majority for the
purpose of legislating. Now envision having to cobble together majority
coalitions on specific policy issues in the likely event that no one party
controls the chamber. Under these circumstances, each party would be
incentivized to try to expand its base of support by making strategic
judgments about whether being part of a majority coalition or refusing
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to go along on specific issues would be more likely to improve its elec-
toral prospects. Each party would likely have its own red lines on what
compromises it would refuse to make, lest it undermine its appeal to
core supporters.

In addition to the possibility that such an arrangement could make
Congress even more dysfunctional, at least two other potential draw-
backs of the way multiparty systems function must be considered. First,
as Frances Rosenbluth and Ian Shapiro document in Responsible Par-
ties: Saving Democracy from Itself,” a significant cost of cobbling
together governing majorities, particularly amid party proliferation, is
that doing so frequently requires buying off smaller parties with policy
concessions (or the provision of legislative pork, as in Brazil). Smaller
parties represent, by definition, smaller segments of the electorate. Buy-
ing their support with policy concessions typically weakens aggregate
social welfare, since their demands usually lack majority support. Vot-
ers also often perceive these payoffs to smaller parties as a form of vote
buying, which fuels a sense that the political system is corrupt. A degree
of this does take place in a two-party system, where parties must some-
times logroll between their factions, but the policy price is typically
lower because these factions still retain a shared interest in the party’s
success. Rosenbluth and Shapiro’s book is an extended analysis of why
systems with two strong political parties (or two stable political coali-
tions in unfragmented PR systems) are more likely to enhance social
welfare than fragmented PR systems of five or six parties.

A second consequence of PR is that it enables voters to remain
ensconced in much smaller, ideologically narrow parties than in a two-
party system. Committed environmentalists can silo themselves in a
green party; other voters, in a socialist party or evangelical party, and so
on. Voters can therefore remain more purist in their party affiliations
and have to compromise less on the candidates for whom they vote. The
process of negotiating, compromising, and bargaining among competing
interests takes place largely among party leaders, after elections (or
when party coalitions are formed in advance). This is an elite-driven
practice of democracy.

In FPTP elections, by contrast, more of that process takes place
among voters themselves; in deciding whether to support Bernie
Sanders or Joe Biden in a Democratic primary, for example, a social-
ist voter has incentives to take into account which candidate has the
broadest electoral appeal and would thus be more competitive in the
general election. Much of the motivation for adopting PR among
advocates is to end our tribalistic politics, but would enabling voters
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to sort themselves into narrower, more ideologically “pure” parties
really diminish tribalism?

This chapter is not meant as a comprehensive critique of proposals
for a PR House. It is intended merely to express our skepticism and to
raise the major concerns we have about such a change. Any considera-
tion of a shift to MMDs for the House must contend with the range and
magnitude of the changes that would need to accompany this shift,
including to the connection between representatives and constituents, to
the size of the House, and to the way we vote. In addition, to the extent
the principal justification for this transformation is that our FPTP elec-
tion system is the primary cause of our current tribalistic and toxic
political culture, we have doubts about that claim. Most fundamentally,
we are concerned, based partly on the experience of Western democra-
cies over the last decade or so, that a five- or six-party House would
make the political process even more dysfunctional than it has been in
recent years. Because inability to deliver effective government is driv-
ing the current crisis of democracy, we would not support a shift to
MMDs and PR for Congress absent a convincing demonstration that
such a shift would make the political process function more effectively
rather than, as we fear, making it even more difficult for government to
deliver on the issues citizens care most urgently about.

States are free to adopt MMDs and PR for their state legislatures,
subject to compliance with federal constitutional requirements and
statutory ones, such as the Voting Rights Act. If there is to be experi-
mentation with such systems, they should begin at the state level.

To ease toxic polarization at the national level, we believe there
is greater promise in replacing the traditional party primary with all-
candidate, nonparty primaries (as outlined in Chapter 5), combined with
various forms of instant-runoff voting (as discussed in Chapter 2). The
traditional party primary makes it too easy for extreme or factional can-
didates to win office even when they lack the support of electoral
majorities. These reforms to the structure of primaries and voting rules
would enhance the prospects of candidates who do have majority sup-
port among the general electorate. These reforms also represent a more
incremental, state-by-state approach and hence embody a more pruden-
tial form of experimentation. They might or might not substantially
reduce polarization and extremism, but they also do not pose the risk
that PR does of a national change that might make Congress more dys-
functional and would be difficult to undo. And in contrast to PR, these
reforms might realistically be adopted by more US states in the coming
decade. Whatever PR’s merits, there is little practical prospect of the
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system becoming our method for electing members of Congress any-
time soon. For those who believe the need for political reform is urgent
to diminish extremism and polarization in our national politics, we can-
not afford to wait for the day Congress might adopt PR, even if that
were a desirable reform path.

An Additional Note on “Self-Districting” by
Edward B. Foley

My views on proportional representation lie between those expressed in
Chapters 3 and 4. I am skeptical that PR can be a panacea in the United
States for the problems of polarization and extremism. Because neither
the Senate nor the presidency is susceptible to PR, and even the House
of Representatives is only partially susceptible to it since twenty-one
states have four or fewer representatives, I believe that the most effec-
tive way to combat polarization and extremism will be through the
adoption of nonpartisan primaries of the type now used in Alaska and
California and a general election conducted according to a “Condorcet-
consistent” method (as described in Chapter 2).

Nonetheless, I’m not as wary of PR as the contributors to Chap-
ter 4 are. I believe it would be very valuable for states to experiment
with various forms of PR for at least one of their legislative chambers.
With states serving as they are supposed to as laboratories of democ-
racy, the nation as a whole can beneficially learn from this experi-
mentation. Even with respect to the US House of Representatives, 1
am not averse to experimenting with PR, although I would not support
a federal statute to mandate PR.

Instead, I would encourage states to consider adopting a form of PR
that I call “self-districting” in which voters themselves choose their dis-
trict for purposes of representation. Because it is consistent with the sin-
gle-member district requirement of current federal law, self-districting
would not require any congressional legislation. States already have the
power under Article I, § 4 of the Constitution to adopt this form of PR
for their delegations to the House if they wish.

Moreover, I believe that self-districting is the form of PR most con-
sistent with traditional American electoral practices and thus would be
most agreeable to Americans if proposed as a ballot initiative. In a self-
districting system, each voter would be a resident of a single specific
congressional district, which would be represented by a single repre-
sentative in the House. Thus, self-districting preserves the direct con-
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stituent-representative relationship that is so important to Americans,
including for reasons of constituent service. Moreover, in a self-dis-
tricting system, each voter in a regular general election gets to vote for
which of several candidates on the ballot they want to be their repre-
sentative. Consequently, self-districting also preserves the direct elec-
toral connection between voters and their chosen representative that is
so important to Americans’ understanding of self-government.

What makes self-districting a form of PR is the method by which
voters choose what electoral constituency, or district, they wish to be
represented in. Because each self-selected constituency must have an
equal number of voters, in order to comply with the constitutional prin-
ciple of “one person, one vote,” a constituency that attracts enough
voters through the self-selection process for two or more districts will
be allocated the number of districts that is in proportion to its share of
the state’s citizen voting-age population. If a state implements a self-
districting system, political parties will compete for the allegiance of
citizens in the state, just as they would in any other form of PR system,
and these parties would control a share of seats in proportion to their
share of the votes.

I have discussed the details of the self-districting system elsewhere,
both in longer and shorter works.*® I need not repeat those details here.
Readers of this book interested in learning those details can find those
other texts online (free of charge).

To be clear, I do not propose self-districting as a remedy for polar-
ization or extremism. But I do not believe this system would exacerbate
those problems in the United States, especially if a Condorcet-compli-
ant form of ranked-choice voting were used to elect the single repre-
sentative from each district. While it is foreseeable that a party espous-
ing extremist views, such as election-denialist authoritarianism, would
win a share of seats in a self-districting system—as it likely would
under any districting system when a majority of voters in some districts
hold such views—an extremist party could not gain control of Congress
as long as these extremist views did not become the majority position
statewide in any state (or at least not in a majority of congressional dis-
tricts nationwide).

The benefits of a self-districting system, as I see it, lie in other fea-
tures. First and foremost, self-districting entirely eliminates the problem
of partisan gerrymandering because voters, and not the government,
determine what districts the voters are in. In a self-districting system,
the political parties are downstream, not upstream, of the districting sys-
tem—or, if one prefers, the parties are servants of the districting choices
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made by voters, not the masters of the districting choices to which the
voters must be supplicants.

Second, and almost as important, self-districting eliminates the dif-
ficult role that race currently plays in US districting decisions. In a self-
districting system, the voters themselves decide whether they wish to
make race a factor in their own districting decisions. And because this
is a personal, not a governmental choice, it raises none of the constitu-
tional difficulties that race-based districting by the government does.
Moreover, because voters are empowered to make this choice them-
selves, they can avoid the problem of race-based vote dilution: if they
wish, members of racial minorities can guarantee themselves a number
of seats in proportion to their share of the population.

Finally, self-districting is in keeping with the American tradition of
personal autonomy and individual empowerment. The American spirit
of self-government is to let citizens control their own destinies insofar
as possible. Self-districting is the method of districting that does this to
the maximum extent feasible. Thus, I would encourage states to pursue
PR and, in doing so, to consider self-districting as the form most suit-
able for the United States.
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Primary Elections

Robert G. Boatright

This chapter considers options for reforming primary elections.
We have taken the existence of primaries as a given and assumed that
political parties will continue to play some role in determining how pri-
maries are conducted in most states. We do not mean to suggest that dis-
cussion of more radical restructurings of American elections, such as
creating nonpartisan primaries or abolishing primaries altogether, should
be considered out of bounds. However, each of us has some interest or
expertise in the development of primary elections over the past century,
and we have therefore sought to explore what improvements are possible
within the framework of the contemporary system.

A defining feature of the early years of the American direct primary
(the era between roughly 1900 and 1920) is the primary’s overwhelm-
ing popularity. Once primaries were introduced, it became very hard for
states to do away with them. There is some debate about when the first
primaries were used; several states or local jurisdictions experimented
with them during the late nineteenth century.! Statewide mandatory pri-
maries were first adopted in Minnesota and Wisconsin during the first
decade of the twentieth century, and by 1917 they were used in all but
three states. They spread so rapidly in part because proponents argued
they were more democratic and less corrupt than other means of choos-
ing nominees.? They also spread because, even though they appeared to

Sunshine Hillygus, Ray La Raja, Seth Masket, Hans Noel, and Caroline Tolbert con-
tributed substantially to this chapter. Research assistance was provided by Nathan
Micatka and Sarah Kersting-Mumm.
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be a major step toward democracy and away from the rule of party
bosses, primaries were not in practice a substantial threat to political
parties, which quickly learned to use primary rules to their advantage.?
Every time a state moved to abandon the primary, it was quickly rein-
stated, either by a party or through an initiative or referendum process.*
Today, every state uses some sort of primary.

This poses a dilemma. We agree that there are pathologies to the
contemporary direct primary (used to choose nominees directly, as
opposed to the delegate-selection primaries used to pick presidents). As
early as the first decade of the 1900s, political scientists such as Henry
Jones Ford warned that primaries would weaken parties, reward dema-
goguery, produce extreme or unrepresentative nominees, and ultimately
reduce citizens’ involvement in democratic politics.” These things have
all come to pass: the power of party elites is weaker than at any point in
the past century, parties are more polarized than at any point since the
advent of the direct primary, and many of the most prominent members
of Congress are known less for their legislative accomplishments than
for their ability to stoke outrage. We would not necessarily argue that
primaries are the principal cause of these problems, but they certainly
bear some of the blame.

However, it has taken over a century for Ford’s predictions to come
true, and primary elections have become an entrenched part of the
American political system. Given the popularity of the concept of pri-
maries and the widespread public perception that they are the most
democratic way to winnow the field of candidates prior to the general
election, we believe our greatest contribution can be to focus on what is
politically feasible in the short run. Accordingly, in this chapter we limit
ourselves to considering how changes to the primary, short of abolition,
might mitigate some of the ills about which Ford was so concerned.

Goals and Definitions

Before presenting our findings, it is important to clarify our goals. We
would argue that there are four goals at stake in any proposed reform
to the direct primary.

1. Electing competent leaders who are representative of the general
public: The reader will note that there are in fact two considerations
here: candidate quality should matter, but candidates should also reflect
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the issue preferences, ideological positions, and perhaps other descrip-
tive characteristics of the electorate.

2. Reducing ideological extremity: We acknowledge that there will
be variations in voter preferences across states or districts, so the extrem-
ity of candidates chosen in primaries will likely be relative to the
extremity of their districts. Such variation, if it is a problem, might be
addressed through changes to legislative apportionment and redistricting,
through the establishment of multimember districts, or even through
resizing of the House or Senate, but such considerations fall outside our
mandate. Nevertheless, certain reforms of direct primaries—such as the
introduction of ranked-choice voting (RCV), open primaries, or nonpar-
tisan primaries—may reduce the ideological extremity of candidates.
(See Chapter 2 on ballot structures for further discussion of this point.)

3. Increasing voter turnout in primaries: Although primary turnout
will often vary depending on the level of competition or the particular
offices up for election in a given year, we generally believe that increas-
ing voter turnout will improve the representativeness of candidates and
increase public support for the political process.

4. Giving voters (including independents) more choice in the selec-
tion of nominees: While we support giving parties some role in the pri-
mary process, we believe that increasing voter choice in primaries will
also increase public support for parties and the political system.

These goals are all related. We presume, for instance, that an
increase in voter turnout will, beyond a certain point, lead to more rep-
resentative nominees, and we presume that, for the most part, more rep-
resentative nominees will be less ideologically extreme. There are math-
ematical questions about whether this is necessarily so, but we contend
that there is ample evidence to support these assumptions.

It is also important to be clear about how we define extremism. As
Table 5.1 (adapted from Cynthia Miller-Idriss’s work) notes, there are
three commonly used definitions of political extremism and three types
of responses to it.® Extremism can be defined as a matter of ideology,
which is to some extent a relative matter and will always be present
within an electorate or an elected body; it can be seen as a matter of anti-
democratic or antisystem ideas; and it can be seen as a matter of uncivil
or excessively confrontational behavior, rhetoric, and actions.

Most of the research on primaries since the early 2000s has consid-
ered the relationship between primary elections and political polariza-
tion; that is, it has considered extremism only in the ideological sense.
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Table 5.1 Types of and Responses to Extremism

Types of Extremism

1 Empirical Defined relative to the status quo; no normative
assessment of context. Some amount of extremism will
likely always exist.

2 Normative Defined based on content; includes antidemocratic
attitudes or hostile or violent attitudes toward others.
3 Behavioral Defined based on mode of presentation; includes uncivil

and confrontational behavior, rhetoric, and actions;
normative assessment of tactics but not necessarily of
ideas expressed.

Responses to Extremism

A Environmental Prevent or minimize factors that cause extremism
B Therapeutic Treat symptoms of extremism
C Platform based Prevent the spread of extremist ideas

Historically, however, primary elections, particularly in the segregation-
era South, have been associated with a sort of demagoguery and extrem-
ism that has little to do with ideology. We see it as part of our task to
move the discussion away from a narrow focus on ideology and toward
a broader discussion of whether electoral reforms can mitigate antisys-
tem rhetoric or behavioral extremism.

The Standard Tools Don’t Matter

We have reached a consensus about what doesn’t work. The history of
primary reform is a history of futility. The past century is replete with
efforts to make primaries more or less open, earlier or later, or easier or
harder to participate in. Figure 5.1 (adapted from Rob Boatright’s work)
shows that during the four decades after the establishment of direct pri-
maries, an average of three to four states enacted changes to their pri-
maries each legislative cycle. Black bars in this figure represent the
number of states making rule changes per year; gray bars represent the
average direction of reform—whether it was an “open” reform (coded
as positive) that expanded citizen participation or a “closed” one that
restricted citizen participation (coded as negative). Most of the narrower
reform ideas under discussion today have been attempted in the past,
with no obvious pattern or clear results. The main conclusion one might
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Figure 5.1 Primary Law Changes, 1928-1970
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draw from these reforms is that politicians and political parties have a
history of manipulating primary rules for short-term advantage, using
specious normative claims.

This history suggests we should be cautious about proposing
reforms that have been tried in the past.” Too often, these reforms have
been implemented by politicians seeking short-term gain, and they have
had minimal consequences. In addition, we have reached the following
conclusions about how reforms adopted in the past might relate to con-
temporary political problems.

Most Primary Reforms Adopted in the Past
Would Not Have Major Effects on Polarization

Many claims have been made in the media or by reform advocates
about the effects of party primaries over the past twenty years. Most of
these claims have been about congressional primaries, and most have
had to do with how primaries are said to exacerbate polarization in Con-
gress. The evidence for these claims is mixed. For instance:
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* It has been argued that primary electorates are ideologically
extreme, composed of strong liberals and strong conservatives. Survey
evidence on primary electorates has been elusive, however. Some stud-
ies of Democratic and Republican primary voters have found little ideo-
logical difference between them and Democratic and Republican voters
in general elections, while others have found evidence that primary vot-
ers are more extreme than the full electorate (including nonvoters).
There is little consensus in this literature about what a substantial differ-
ence would be or what the relevant comparison group is. We do know
that primary voters are different from general election voters in other
ways (such as age, income, race, political knowledge, and so forth), and
we have evidence that many candidates believe the primary electorate to
be more extreme than it is in fact.® Some recent studies have focused on
subtler differences, such as voters’ preference for candidates who will
seek compromise.’

* It has been argued for decades that open primaries (in which any
registered voter can cast a ballot for a candidate of either party) produce
less ideologically extreme or more representative nominees than closed
primaries (where participation is limited to registered party members
and voters can only choose among the candidates of their party). There
is again little evidence to support this claim, and some have argued that
the relationship is in fact the reverse.!” To be clear, open primaries,
which choose a party’s nominee, are different from nonpartisan primar-
ies that advance candidates to a general election regardless of party
affiliation. Therefore, the evidence that open primaries do not effec-
tively reduce extremism has no bearing on the potential of nonpartisan
primaries, such as Alaska’s “top-four” system, to do the same.

* People have also argued for over a century about when primaries
should be held. Some contend that staging them closer to the general
election will produce higher turnout (and hence a more representative
electorate) while others argue the reverse. There is no strong evidence
that it matters either way; contemporary scholarship suggests that pri-
mary timing has a minimal effect if other things are held constant.!!

* Several studies have also addressed the perception that incumbent
moderates have increasingly been challenged in primaries. Boatright
argued in 2013 that there was little evidence to support this claim at that
time, although his more recent work has found that moderate Republicans
are indeed increasingly challenged in primaries.'? In Rejecting Compro-
mise: Legislators’ Fear of Primary Voters, Sarah Anderson, Daniel But-
ler, and Laurel Harbridge-Yong have persuasively argued that what mat-
ters is perception: incumbents preemptively change their positions
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because they perceive they will be challenged.'* Donald Trump has made
effective use of this type of threat, boasting about eliminating through pri-
mary challenges Republican incumbents he believes to be insufficiently
committed to his “MAGA” movement. Consequently, the fear of drawing
a primary challenge from a Trump-endorsed opponent has been offered as
an explanation for why so many Republican incumbents have embraced
Trump’s claims that the 2020 presidential election was stolen even though
they did not believe those claims themselves.

There is more work to be done on these issues, but the conclusion
we draw is that more modest primary reforms don’t really make a dif-
ference. If there is a problem, it is with the primary itself, and that is
harder to fix short of abolition.

Changing Primary Laws May Not
Address Problems Manifested in Primaries

Some of us are skeptical that primary elections are the major driver of
polarization or the rise of political extremism. Some problems are man-
ifested differently in primary elections than they are in general elections.
For instance, changes in campaign finance laws and practices have
affected primaries differently than they have general elections. In an era of
high political polarization where voters see partisanship as a social iden-
tity, voters will respond to party cues in general elections. But such cues
are absent in partisan primaries, and voters may therefore be susceptible to
appeals based on ideology or candidate traits. Knowing this, interest
groups and factional movements (including the MAGA movement loosely
connected to Trump) may adopt different strategies in primary elections
than in general elections.'* If one is concerned about such activities,
changing campaign finance law may be one appropriate response.

Similar arguments may be made about other activities that take
place in primaries. Elections are integrated systems, where redistricting
laws, voter-access laws, election administration, campaign finance, and
other laws interact with primary election laws. Changing primary elec-
tion laws while leaving all of these other things constant may therefore
not have an impact on polarization or extremism.

National-Level Primary Reform May Be Difficult to Achieve

The federal government has historically shown limited interest in
changing primary election laws. Although Congress and the national
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parties have the power to formally or informally influence how state
primaries are conducted, the most likely venue for reform is at the state
level and, in some cases, within state political parties. As noted above
(and shown in Figure 5.1), states have changed primary laws repeatedly,
sometimes for idiosyncratic reasons, sometimes out of broader norma-
tive concerns—for instance, to increase participation or make nominees
more representative. These changes have not always had lasting results.

Efforts to influence primaries often interact with aspects of state
political culture. Some reforms may have a short-term effect on candidate
emergence or voting behavior, but these effects may dissipate over time.
This does not mean that reforms are not worthwhile, but we are wary of
the consequences of mobilizing the public around reforms that will not
bear fruit or of the possibility that (as was arguably the case with the
introduction of primaries in the first place) reforms that have negative
consequences may prove “sticky” and be difficult to repeal.'

Despite these qualifications, we note that analyses of polarization
and extremism frequently discuss primaries, and many extant reform
proposals are framed with reference to polarization or extremism.'® This
means two things. First, reforms will happen regardless of whether
there is any national consensus or movement in favor of them. We
should therefore endeavor to prevent such reforms from making matters
worse and ensure that we know how to measure their results as effec-
tively as possible. And second, the problems of polarization and extrem-
ism are substantial enough that we should be open to changes even
without complete certainty about whether primaries are the cause of
these phenomena. We should also be open to the possibility that short-
term changes may be valuable even if in the long run the political sys-
tem adapts and the effects of reforms decay.!’

What Might Work

There are three principal ways in which primaries might produce unrep-
resentative or extreme nominees; we offer our reform proposals with
reference to the subject areas around them.

1. Barriers to voting: 1f voter turnout is low or unrepresentative of
the state or district electorate, the nominee might therefore not be rep-
resentative of the voting population in terms of ideology or other rele-
vant characteristics. This may be a particular concern in areas domi-
nated by one party.
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2. The selection mechanism: Primaries may produce candidates
who win multicandidate races with a plurality but not a majority of the
vote. Such candidates may again not be representative of the electorate,
and they might have lost to one or more of the other candidates in a
head-to-head matchup.

3. The role of parties: It has been shown that parties can winnow
the field so that the two problems outlined above are less consequential;
they can do so by reducing the number of viable candidates or by mak-
ing their own preferences clear.!® This power can be abused, but when
parties use it judiciously, they can reduce extremism. Parties vary across
states in their ability to do this, and some scholars have argued that par-
ties have generally grown less able to shape the candidate pool. How-
ever, partisan primaries may still produce ideologically unrepresentative
nominees even when parties are functioning well. Polarized parties may
produce nominees who do not reflect the median voter of the full elec-
torate, and if parties lack the ability or the desire to limit who can enter
primaries, candidates (particularly incumbents) may adopt ideologically
extreme positions to ward off primary challenges.

There are many arguments both for and against reforms within each
of these areas, and their normative implications are not necessarily lim-
ited to addressing extremism. In the discussion below, we address pos-
sible reforms in each of these domains, by discussing what political sci-
entists know about them, what we still need to find out, and what
changes would address problems. We propose that reforms in each area
map onto the goals outlined above in the manner illustrated in Table 5.2.

Turnout and Representation

What we know. Turnout in state-level primaries has increased since
2016, but it is still extremely low. According to an estimate by the

Table 5.2 Effects of Different Types of Primary Election Reforms

Elect Reduce Increase
Competent Ideological Increase  Voter
Leaders Extremity ~ Turnout Choice

Reduce barriers to voting + +
Change selection mechanism + +/— +
Change (increase) role of parties + + +/— -
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Bipartisan Policy Center, 21.3 percent of eligible voters participated in
the 2022 midterm primaries.!” Figure 5.2 shows turnout in congres-
sional primaries in nonpresidential years since 1930, drawn from
reports from the Center for the Study of the American Electorate (1930—
2012) and the Bipartisan Policy Center (2014-2022).2° Primary turnout
fluctuates wildly across jurisdictions, such that candidates winning
House primaries often do so with the support of less than 10 percent of
the electorate. Primary turnout in the House also tends to be driven by
the elections at the top of the ticket: by concurrent presidential primar-
ies, ballot initiatives, or other competitive statewide primaries.?' Fluc-
tuations resulting from these factors tend to swamp any swings that
might result from primary type or timing, although it is hard to sepa-
rate these factors from other characteristics of state party culture.

As discussed above, we also know that the voters who participate in
partisan primaries are not representative of the overall electorate. Some
studies show that the primary electorate is older, whiter, wealthier, and
more conservative than the population as a whole, but other studies con-
clude that the ideological views of primary voters differ little from those
of voters who support their party’s nominee in the general election.?
We know that the composition of the primary electorate varies from

Figure 5.2 Congressional Primary Turnout in Midterm Election Years,
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year to year and from state to state, depending on the nature of the races
on the ballot.

There have been major advances in studying primary voters in
recent years. While we once knew next to nothing about the national
primary electorate, we now have the ability to make precise claims
about who votes based on the full voter file as opposed to survey sam-
ples (thanks to the Cooperative Election Study [CES] and Catalist data
made available for academic use). As part of this book project, we have
begun our own research on primary voters. Table 5.3 shows our esti-
mates of some important characteristics of the congressional primary
electorate over the past three midterm elections (characteristics are
harder to estimate for presidential election years) using a Catalist
national voter file built from the fifty state voter files and augmented
with commercial and campaign data. This table shows that conservative
voters are more likely to take part in primaries, a finding that has no
consistent correlate in general elections. If conservatives are more likely
to vote in primaries, there is a risk that this will skew Republican pri-
maries to the right. But the extent of this skew depends on how frac-
tured the Republican field is and whether this rise in conservative
turnout is a national phenomenon or confined to particular areas of the
country. Liberal voters are also more likely to vote in Democratic pri-
maries than are more moderate Democrats, but this tendency was less
pronounced in 2014 and 2018. The primary electorate also tends to be
older, whiter, and wealthier than the general electorate—in line with the
studies we mentioned above. As turnout increased between 2014 and
2022, these gaps narrowed slightly among primary voters.

Four states currently hold nonpartisan primaries, and two employ
a variant of ranked-choice voting. In most cases, these systems are
new enough or the states idiosyncratic enough that it is hard to draw
firm conclusions or generalize from their election results, especially
regarding voter turnout. Research on California’s nonpartisan primary
has been mixed but tends to show it encourages more moderate can-
didates. Studies of the nonpartisan primary in Washington have tended
to minimize its impact. And the few studies of Louisiana’s much older
nonpartisan primary system have concluded that the system encour-
ages moderation.?®

Alaska’s system, which includes both a nonpartisan primary and
a ranked-choice general election that can feature multiple candidates
of the same party, is the subject of several recent research projects.
Some of these projects have touted ways that the system can advan-
tage more broadly popular and less ideologically extreme candidates.?*
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Alaska saw heightened voter turnout in its 2022 primary, but this shift
could have stemmed from the novelty of the system or the fact that a
special election for the House took place the same day. Although
many candidates were eliminated in the House and Senate primaries,
very few candidates were eliminated in the state’s legislative primar-
ies. Some analyses of the 2022 election have drawn on the state leg-
islative results to argue that nonpartisan “top-four” primaries will (by
design) serve a very different function than primaries that result in
candidate nominations.

Finally, even though Table 5.3 shows that the primary electorate
became slightly more representative as turnout increased, we should be
cautious about always assuming that any increase in voter turnout is
beneficial for representation. We know that increased primary turnout is
associated with the nomination of more moderate legislators among
Democrats, but there is no similar relationship among Republicans.?
Studies of very low-turnout races at the municipal level show that when
turnout is below 10 or 15 percent, for instance, small increases can
make the representation problem worse. This is not the case when the
starting point is 40 percent or higher,?® which indicates that turnout is
much more strongly affected by preference intensity in low-turnout
races. Merely relying on candidate- or party-driven efforts to increase
turnout will not necessarily increase representation.

What we need to know. Given the overrepresentation of ideologically
extreme voters in the primary electorate, increasing primary turnout
could be one way to combat extremism. But if we are seeking to
increase primary turnout, we need to know what the advantage of doing
so would be beyond merely involving more people in the political
process. This means we need to be able to say more about the primary
electorate, beyond ideology or demographics. We support efforts to sur-
vey primary voters on topics that go beyond demographics, ideology, or
partisanship.?’” More research in this area will help us know what to
expect if turnout increases and to identify any potential trade-offs asso-
ciated with such a shift.

National data on the characteristics of primary voters can be mis-
leading, because primary elections do not take place at the national
level but rather feature fifty different state electorates. Thus, it is also
important to understand the effect that political competition and indi-
vidual candidates have on primary voter turnout. Consider Table 5.4
on midterm election year primaries in Ohio since 2014, which shows
that the electorate varies substantially from one primary to the next.
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Table 5.3 Percentage of Voters by Demographic Groups in the 2014, 2018,
and 2022 Congressional Primaries

Voted 2014 (%)  Voted 2018 (%)  Voted 2022 (%)

Age
Below 25 5.03 6.37 8.17
25-39 5.71 8.65 10.20
40-54 12.33 14.44 16.24
55-73 25.16 26.04 28.71
73+ 12.59 23.23 24.38
White (non-Hispanic) 15.58 19.74 22.76
Black 9.39 13.03 12.55
Latino 8.30 9.30 9.35
Asian 10.67 11.34 13.03
Male 13.43 17.16 19.06
Female 13.83 17.59 19.44
College degree 18.65 22.35 25.96
No college degree 12.03 15.97 17.49
Conservative ideology 28.68 29.35 26.11
Moderate ideology 7.68 6.44 7.20
Liberal ideology 24.76 24.64 33.92
Republican 23.52 28.62 34.84
Democrat 18.64 23.08 23.57
Married 21.55 21.77 24.67
Not married 8.61 12.73 13.79
Income
Less than $20,000 10.35 6.24 5.04
$20,000-$29,999¢ 13.11 9.67 9.21
$30,000-$49.999¢ 9.60 13.9 15.13
$50,000-$74,999¢ 16.51 19.86 22.36
$75,000-$99,9992 17.58 24.3 27.81
$100,000-$149,999¢ 18.03 27.28 31.46
$150,000 and above® 19.82 31.91 35.60

Notes: Percentages shown are the “yes” responses for each category; they should
not sum to 100 across category types (e.g., we are showing that 26.11 percent of conser-
vatives voted in the 2022 primary, not that 26.11 percent of 2022 primary voters were
conservative). Data drawn from 2015, 2020, and 2023 1 percent Catalist file, national
voter file, administrative data.

a. For 2014, income categories are: under $20,000; $20,000-$39,999; $40,000—
$59,999; $60,000-$79,999; $80,000-$99,999; $100,000-$119,999; and $120,000+.

Although Ohio leans slightly Republican, Republicans are substantially
more likely to vote in primaries than are Democrats—a tendency that
contributes to making the primary electorate whiter and more conser-
vative than the state as a whole. This imbalance, however, appears to be
largely a product of heightened competition in Republican primaries:
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Table 5.4 Percentage of Voters by Demographic Groups in the 2014,
2018, and 2022 State Primaries in Ohio

Voted 2014 (%)  Voted 2018 (%) Voted 2022 (%)

Age:
Below 25 3.18 5.17 6.87
25-39 3.53 6.03 8.07
40-54 9.42 11.74 14.29
55-73 20.83 24.56 29.00
73+ 12.45 23.13 23.75
White (non—Hispanic) 11.94 16.94 20.11
Black 6.59 8.93 8.80
Latino 3.40 3.89 5.36
Asian 4.30 3.22 4.69
Male 10.95 15.88 18.86
Female 10.85 15.59 17.77
College degree 15.67 20.31 24.29
No college degree 9.75 14.66 16.92
Republican 23.16 28.40 39.06
Democrat 15.35 20.54 19.69
Conservative ideology 26.07 28.73 30.80
Moderate ideology 4.80 1.77 2.89
Liberal ideology 25.61 25.05 27.43
Married 18.00 20.78 24.76
Not married 6.03 10.04 11.06
Income:
Less than $20,000 6.50 3.37 2.99
$20,000-$29,999¢ 10.53 7.00 7.24
$30,000-$49,999¢ 8.68 11.92 13.01
$50,000-$74,9992 14.17 19.66 22.50
$75,000-$99,9992 15.69 23.82 28.81
$100,000-$149,999* 15.17 25.68 31.27
$150,000 and above® 15.33 28.46 33.26
All 11.30 16.00 18.10

Notes: Percentages shown are the “yes” responses for each category; they should
not sum to 100 across category types (e.g., we are showing that 26.07 percent of con-
servatives voted in the 2014 primary, not that 26.07 percent of 2022 primary voters were
conservative). Data drawn from the 2015, 2020, and 2023 1 percent Catalist file, national
voter file, administrative data.

a. For 2014, income categories are: under $20,000; $20,000-$39,999; $40,000—
$59,999; $60,000-$79,999; $80,000-$99,999; $100,000-$119,999; $120,000+.

there was little competition in Democratic primaries for governor or
senator in any of these years, while Republicans had a competitive
gubernatorial primary in 2018 and a very competitive senate primary in
2022. Republicans, in other words, simply had more reason to vote than
did Democrats.
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Individual candidates may also have played a role in stimulating
turnout in these elections. Such disparities spread across multiple states
can influence what the primary electorate looks like at the national level
in a given year, and they can ultimately lead to the nomination of candi-
dates who are unrepresentative of their party. It seems problematic to us,
however, to argue that there is a core primary electorate in either party,
let alone to blame this phenomenon on characteristics of primary voters.
According to our analysis of Catalist data, only 56.01 percent of 2022
primary voters voted in the 2018 primaries, and only 55.89 percent of
2018 primary voters voted in the 2014 primaries.?® This is a substantial
degree of churn from one election year to the next, and it cannot be
explained solely by changes in competitiveness. It suggests that within
states the characteristics of primary voters can change dramatically over
time. It is therefore hard to make the case that any particular voting
reform will change competition or outcomes in partisan primaries.

One conclusion we can draw, however, is that to make primary vot-
ers more representative of the general public, it would be necessary to
attract voters who have little interest in the primaries themselves. Many
citizens vote in general elections out of habit, out of commitment to the
democratic process, or because they see differences between the parties
but know little about the candidates. It is possible that such voters could
improve the quality of primary campaigns or pull primary candidates
away from the political extremes, but we are far from knowing how this
might work.

Reforms that would increase turnout and representation. Below, we list
some reforms that we believe are worth considering to increase turnout
and representation:

1. Encouraging states to cluster primaries: There are many ways
in which the number of different primary dates could be reduced. One
way would be to hold more state primaries on the same day as presi-
dential primaries. These concurrent primaries would increase turnout,
but the turnout increase would depend on the competitiveness of the
presidential primaries. Concurrent primaries could also potentially
increase turnout in idiosyncratic ways—for instance, by drawing more
voters who strongly support one of the presidential candidates but
have little interest in down-ballot races. This arrangement would not
necessarily have as great an impact on turnout in midterm election
years as it would in presidential years, but it would still ultimately
result in fewer primary election dates and thus might be an improve-
ment on the status quo.



194  Robert G. Boatright

2. Establishing a national congressional primary day: If states
were induced to hold primaries on a particular day, these elections
would attract more media attention and therefore stand a better chance
of turning out less attentive voters, even if their own primaries were
not particularly competitive. We expect that this reform would increase
turnout while at the same time making the primary electorate more rep-
resentative. A same-day national primary would limit the ability of
interest groups or other nonparty organizations to selectively target
individual early primaries in order to shape the national narrative about
a given year’s elections, and thus there might be some support for this
idea among incumbent legislators.?’ Such a system might resemble that
of France, which holds primaries for all legislative seats simultane-
ously. The establishment of a national primary day would not neces-
sarily influence the presidential primary calendar.

3. Instituting compulsory voting: Some democratic nations have
compulsory voting, generally with the option of submitting a blank
ballot. Such a policy would increase the size of the electorate,
although it would be odd to push for compulsory voting in primaries
before making the case for it in general elections. Any effort to estab-
lish compulsory voting would require that primaries first be made
open or nonpartisan.?’

4. Holding nonpartisan primaries: Because so few states have
adopted nonpartisan primaries, we do not yet have definitive evidence
that they would have a major impact on extremism. However, we have
seen no empirical or theoretical evidence that nonpartisan primaries
would increase extremism. We believe more state-level experimenta-
tion with nonpartisan primaries, such as those held in Alaska, would
increase our understanding of their effects and help us determine
whether and how they should be more broadly adopted. We note that
some members of our task force feel strongly that this chapter should
have made a stronger case for nonpartisan primaries. We explain our
reluctance to do so in Appendix A.

5. Encouraging use of RCV systems for primaries: While we are
unconvinced that ranked-choice voting will fundamentally change pri-
maries, we are open to the possibility that it could. In theory, RCV
might give candidates greater incentive to appeal to voters who are
unlikely to rank them first on the ballot, thus reducing the possibility
that candidates will only mobilize strong supporters. And using RCV in
primaries would not require states to use it in the general election. In
many states, parties could adopt RCV on an ad hoc basis, as was the
case in the Virginia Republican gubernatorial primary in 2021.
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6. Making primaries optional: Many studies of voter turnout con-
tend that Americans are called upon to vote far more often than citizens
of other democracies and that the frequency of elections reduces
turnout. Allowing states or parties to cancel primaries if certain condi-
tions are not met would enable voters to be called upon only when the
stakes are higher—potentially increasing turnout and producing a less
ideologically extreme electorate. Currently, some states hold primaries
even when an office is uncontested; other states hold them for low-pro-
file offices when races closer to the top of the ballot are uncontested or
not seriously contested. Allowing for party conventions rather than pri-
maries in such instances might improve the quality of nominees and
save the activity of voting for more important moments.

7. Deeming primary election wins valid only if a turnout threshold
is met: It is common in some elective bodies to consider a result bind-
ing only if, for instance, half of all eligible voters have cast ballots. We
have not considered the details of how this might work—if a separate
election would be required or if an alternate selection mechanism
should be used when the threshold is not met.

These reforms have varying degrees of public support, both in
terms of their overall popularity and their popularity within partisan
groups. (We consider public opinion about primary reforms in more
detail later in this chapter.) These reforms also vary in their current
political feasibility, and in terms of whether responsibility for their
implementation would reside with state governments, the federal gov-
ernment, or political parties.

The Selection Mechanism

What we know. It has long been established that multicandidate, plu-
rality-winner elections lead to the selection of candidates who do not
represent the median voter. In addition, the more ideologically dis-
tinct partisan electorates become, the less likely they are to choose
nominees who represent the full electorate’s median voter.?! This is
by no means a novel claim, but there are disputes about whether
political parties have the ability to informally solve this problem or
whether voters in fact vote strategically or mitigate the problem by
voting on the basis of candidate traits other than ideology.*> However,
most recent studies of candidate selection indicate that party nomi-
nees have become less representative of their districts over the past
two or three decades.®



196  Robert G. Boatright

We know as well that congressional elections featuring plurality
winners are not uncommon. Over the past fifty years, an average of 11
percent of challenger primaries and 36 percent of open-seat primaries
have been won with a plurality of the vote. Plurality primary winners
performed slightly worse in general elections than nominees who
received a majority of the primary vote. In other words, parties pay a
penalty in the general election for selecting plurality winners in compet-
itive districts. But the data suggest three reasons that extremism might
still proliferate in uncompetitive districts. First, extreme candidates of
the dominant party are at less of a disadvantage in the general election in
these districts. Second, the fact that these districts are uncompetitive to
begin with means that their degree of extremity relative to the statewide
or nationwide electorate is already higher. And third, the value of the
nomination in these districts is presumably greater because it is more
likely to lead to a general election victory, so absent party intervention,
more candidates will emerge in open-seat races in these districts. Formal
or informal efforts to resolve multicandidate competition thus will lead
to candidates with greater general election support, who will presumably
be more representative of their districts.

What we need to know. Other than the evidence offered above, there is
little data on what becomes of plurality primary winners.** Anecdotal
stories abound of politicians who won their initial races for Congress
with less than 50, 40, or even 30 percent of the vote. According to the
nonpartisan electoral reform lobby group FairVote, six of the eight
Republican House members who supported the motion to vacate against
Speaker Kevin McCarthy in October 2023 initially won their primaries
with less than a majority of the vote.>® Then again, many long-serving
members of Congress, including former Speaker Tip O’Neill, initially
won their seats with a plurality of the vote. We do not know whether
plurality winners perform worse over time. It is entirely possible that
they become more representative or conventional or that they struggle
to win future elections and ultimately lose their seats. It could also be
that the incentive system in Congress used to pull ideologically extreme
plurality winners toward the center but no longer does so. We also do
not know whether plurality winners are more common in some places
than others or whether they share any other features. Nonetheless, it is
well established that divisive primaries can be problematic for political
parties.*® It is also easy to draw on anecdotal evidence to make the case
that plurality winners can cause broader problems in terms of extrem-
ism or unrepresentativeness.
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Reforms that would change the selection mechanism. Many of the pro-
posals that would change the primary selection mechanism overlap with
other categories of reform in that they would influence voter participa-
tion, change the role of parties in primaries, or offer parties more discre-
tion in how to conduct primaries. We recognize that these reforms are
part of a much larger debate about the appropriate role of parties in con-
temporary American politics and that the success of any of these reforms
may depend in part on the health of the two major parties.

1. Requiring or allowing the use of RCV in primaries: As noted
above, parties could be encouraged or required to use ranked-choice
voting in primaries or otherwise allowed greater discretion in estab-
lishing primary rules.

2. Encouraging parties to hold preprimary conventions: These
could be used to limit ballot access, endorse candidates before the
primary, or engage in other winnowing procedures. Many states use
such procedures today, and some case studies have shown that they
can produce more moderate nominees.>” However, party organiza-
tions can antagonize internal factions by playing a role in selecting
candidates, and parties may therefore have good reason not to want
this responsibility.

3. Expanding the use of runoff elections: Runoffs, currently used
in ten states (all in the South), would solve the problem of plurality
winners. But some studies have noted that runoffs can be expensive
for jurisdictions and candidates and that voter turnout often declines
between the initial primary and the runoff, thus introducing represen-
tation problems.?8

4. Allowing or encouraging fusion balloting: Fusion balloting, cur-
rently used in New York, allows multiple nominations for the same can-
didate. That means a minor party can nominate the same candidate as
the Democratic or Republican parties. Advocates of fusion balloting
argue that it can enhance voter choice, improve voter knowledge about
candidates on the ballot, and increase the power of minor parties while
reducing the likelihood of their acting as “spoilers.” However, in the
1997 case Timmons v. Twin Cities Area New Party, the Supreme Court
permitted states to outlaw this practice.®

5. Eliminating sore loser laws: Sore loser laws, which prohibit
defeated primary candidates from running as independent or third-party
candidates in subsequent general elections, are currently used in forty-
seven states.** Eliminating such laws can offer a path for defeated pri-
mary candidates to make their case to a broader electorate. For instance,
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if a moderate candidate is defeated in a party primary but has substan-
tial support among independent or opposite-party voters or among vot-
ers who did not participate in the primary, he or she would have an
alternate path to victory.

6. Requiring nonpartisan primaries: This is the lone selection-
mechanism change that would explicitly limit party discretion. How-
ever, nonpartisan primaries can and have allowed parties to play a role
in endorsing candidates, holding preprimary conventions, and develop-
ing criteria for how party labels will be used on the ballot.

As with the reforms aimed at improving turnout and representa-
tion discussed above, we offer these possible electoral changes not
because all of us fully endorse them but because we see them as plau-
sible responses to the problem of extremism. We also offer them with-
out regard to their political feasibility or their popularity among vot-
ers or politicians.

Giving Parties More Power

What we know. Many histories of primary elections have argued that
the leaders of national or state political party organizations have inter-
vened, both formally and informally, in their party’s primaries to
increase the likelihood that party nominees will be strong general elec-
tion candidates.*' According to this argument, the problem of extreme
candidates being nominated is a consequence not necessarily of pri-
mary election rules but of the declining ability of parties to influence
primary results. One avenue for addressing extremism, then, would be
to strengthen political parties.

For decades, political scientists have studied variations in levels of
party organization across US states. Measures of party organization and
party culture created in the 1980s or earlier by David Mayhew and
Daniel Elazar still have some predictive value.*> More recently, Hans
Hassell has documented the ways in which party leaders coalesce
around their chosen candidates before primaries begin.** Various studies
of party-allied super political action committees (PACs) have also doc-
umented their role in shaping primary competition.** Today, some of the
states that were initially the most skeptical of direct primaries are occa-
sionally able to make primaries optional or to determine whether to
open or close them. We know as well that in countries such as Mexico,
where primaries are optional, parties use primaries selectively, holding
them when it benefits them to do so.*
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What we need to know. Although it is possible to document the methods
by which parties have converged around moderate nominees, we lack the
ability to determine whether, when, and how parties that have the capac-
ity to block extremists actually do so. We can observe instances when
party organizations or party-allied groups seek to offer an advantage to
candidates they deem more electable, but electability is not necessarily
the same thing as moderation. In 2022, for instance, multiple House and
Senate candidates endorsed by Donald Trump won nominations despite
concerns among other Republican leaders about their moderation or
electability—only to lose to Democrats in competitive states and dis-
tricts. At the same time, party leaders in other states (notably New York)
were able to coalesce around moderate candidates who ultimately won
both the nomination and the general election.

States with partisan primaries also vary in the latitude they give polit-
ical parties in structuring the nomination process. Although most of this
information is publicly accessible, we lack a comprehensive state-by-state
accounting of the legal constraints on party control of primaries. Some
states have statutory requirements, while others are bound by constitu-
tional restrictions, either dating back to the adoption of their constitutions
or enacted later through ballot initiatives. (Appendix B lists state consti-
tutional provisions relating to primary elections.) Before undertaking any
effort to give parties more leeway in primaries, however, we would need
to know more about what is possible and what such reforms would entail.

There are also concerns about what parties would do with this
responsibility. It is possible to find anecdotal evidence of parties using
this responsibility sensibly, as when Virginia Republicans used a ranked-
choice vote to block the least palatable candidate in the 2021 governor’s
race.*® But there are also numerous examples of state parties that have
been radicalized and might well choose more extreme nominees than
would rank-and-file voters. To our knowledge, there exists no good
analysis of the degree of practicality or extremism among state parties
and state party leaders, although several recent works explore character-
istics of local parties.*” There are, moreover, questions we should be ask-
ing about the difference between the short-term and long-term effects of
any change in party power: Will granting more decisionmaking power
over nominees to ideologically extreme state party organizations ulti-
mately prompt those organizations to become more practical? And are
the short-run costs of any such changes worth the long-term benefits?

Reforms that would change the role of parties in primaries. Many of the
same reform proposals noted above are relevant here. These include:
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1. Allowing RCV in primaries, encouraging parties to hold prepri-
mary conventions, and/or expanding the use of instant-runoff elections:
All of these reforms were listed above as options to change the selection
mechanism. Here, we would emphasize the possibility of giving parties
greater discretion to use such methods rather than requiring them.

2. Clarifying the role state parties might play following the adoption
of a nonpartisan primary system: In the previous section, we noted ways
in which parties might still play a role in nonpartisan primaries by offer-
ing endorsements, holding preprimary conventions, or making other offi-
cial statements about their preferences before the primary is held.

3. Other efforts to invigorate state or local political parties: These
could include changing campaign finance laws to incentivize contribu-
tions to and from the parties or changing rules governing party coordi-
nation with candidates.

As the next section indicates, however, the public is skeptical of
election reforms that grant parties greater power. And as noted above,
we explore some alternative arguments about the role of parties in pri-
maries in our discussion of nonpartisan primaries in Appendix A.

Public Support for Primary Election Reform

To measure public sentiment on the reform ideas discussed in this chap-
ter, our task force commissioned a YouGov survey. The survey, fielded
in March 2023, had 3,000 respondents and included fifteen questions on
frequently discussed reform proposals.

The responses indicate strong public support for many different types
of reforms. However, a substantial number of respondents—roughly one-
fourth to one-third per question—had no opinion on these reforms, and
many questions showed a gap in support between Democrats and Repub-
licans. Overall, respondents were most favorable toward reforms that
could be framed as more democratic or “open” and were least favorable
toward reforms that would enhance the power of political party organi-
zations. This is a finding of other surveys on political reform, and it cor-
responds with early public attitudes about primaries as well.*®

Table 5.5 shows the percentage of respondents in favor of each pro-
posed reform, excluding respondents who had no opinion. Two of the
questions here (“national primary” and “rotate primary”) pertained to
presidential primaries and were included for validation purposes; the
responses to these questions track closely with the responses in a 2020
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Table 5.5 Support for Congressional Primary Reform Among Those
Expressing an Opinion, by Party Identification, 2023

Electoral Full Democrats Independents Republicans

Reform Sample (%) (%) (%) (%)

None (supports status 61.31 59.82 53.86 72.60
quo)

Open primaries 80.95 83.56 83.98 73.00

Optional primaries 75.45 75.88 75.90 74.29

Runoff elections 74.54 79.21 72.42 71.02

National congressional ~ 74.07 77.08 72.01 72.60
primary day

15 percent candidate 64.04 65.92 60.82 65.43
threshold

Nonpartisan primary 59.50 66.87 60.69 48.26

Ranked-choice voting 57.78 68.15 58.59 42.35
(RCV)

Sore loser laws 57.72 67.53 48.37 56.45

Party endorsements 54.46 62.49 42.94 58.02

Voter threshold 51.20 54.94 51.62 45.78

State party conventions  36.73 36.78 35.29 38.51

Comparison to presidential primary reforms

National primary 80.78 83.71 78.60 79.57

Rotate primary 72.81 77.66 72.18 66.65

Approximate percentage 100.00 36.63 37.43 25.93
of sample

Note: Numbers are calculated using survey weights.

CES survey that focused on presidential primary reform.* And one
question (“sore loser”) was phrased such that a favorable answer indi-
cated that the respondent was in favor of sore loser laws—that is, in
favor of the status quo.

Table 5.5 shows the partisan and ideological differences among
respondents. It is evident here that ranked-choice voting has taken on a
partisan aspect: Democrats support it while Republicans oppose it. A
majority of Republicans support maintaining the status quo while a
majority of Democrats oppose doing so. Most of the other questions
show a partisan split, but few show Democrats and Republicans on
opposing sides. And partisans are more likely to support reforms that
enhance party power than are independents. The lone reform that
shows substantial and relatively consistent support among Democrats,
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Republicans, and independents is a national congressional primary day.
It is also noteworthy that very few differences in responses can be
attributed to race and that younger respondents are more supportive
than older respondents of most reforms.

In future research sponsored by our task force, we will offer a more
detailed interpretation of these results. We offer them here, however, to
show that there is public appetite for reform, although the reforms the
public favors are not necessarily the same ones we favor. Party-enhanc-
ing reforms will not garner public support, and it should worry advo-
cates of ranked-choice voting that there is such a partisan split on that
question. It is encouraging that there is strong and bipartisan support for
establishing a same-day national congressional primary.

Future Research

To summarize, there were several issues raised in the course of writing
this chapter that the task force was able to address and others that we
are not actively studying but which we hope other political scientists
can address. The former category includes:

* Public attitudes toward primaries and primary reform: We have
offered some data from our YouGov survey on voter attitudes toward
reform and on the determinants of these attitudes, and we have recently
concluded a more complete study of the survey results. In this chapter,
we raised concerns about the politicization of many reform ideas. More
research should be done to determine political obstacles to primary
reform proposals and propose ways to frame some of these ideas to gen-
erate bipartisan support.>

» Characteristics of primary voters: As noted above, one challenge
in studying primary voters is that the primary electorate varies from one
cycle to the next, depending on the competitiveness of state-level or
presidential primaries on the same ballot. Another project supported by
the task force is our study of Catalist data on primary voters in different
years and different states. We anticipate completing a more detailed
study of this subject in the coming months as well.

The latter category of issues includes:

» The characteristics of state parties: It is not evident what state
party leaders might do were they given more control over primaries. We
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would benefit, however, from a study of state parties that pays particu-
lar attention to primaries and from an effort to measure state party
strength, pragmatism, professionalism, or propensity to be captured by
ideological factions. In short, we need to know which state parties
would be able to improve primaries if given the tools to do so and
which would not.’!

* Laws governing state adoption of primary election law changes:
We need a better state-by-state analysis of the constraints on modifying
primaries. This information is all readily available from individual
states, but to our knowledge there is no compendium of it.*?

* Political ambition: Studies such as those by Anderson, Butler, and
Harbridge-Yong, as well as forthcoming work by Danielle Thomsen,
emphasize the importance of candidate perceptions about primaries.>?
This scholarship is somewhat related to much earlier work on political
ambition.’ While much of the research discussed elsewhere in this
chapter addresses the effects of legal changes on primary election
results, studies of political ambition emphasize that perceptions about
what will happen in primaries can determine who runs for office (and
can thereby shape election outcomes) irrespective of primary laws or
other facts surrounding primaries.

o State legislative primaries: Almost all the findings we have pre-
sented are about primaries for federal office—for House and Senate
seats—and, in a few instances, for governorships. Although there is
some scholarship on state legislative primaries and on polarization
within state legislatures, more research is needed on how primary
elections relate to political extremism at this level and on how our rec-
ommendations might apply.*

Recommendations

The aforementioned reforms are all means of pursuing the goals of
reducing or discouraging political extremism. They all involve trade-
offs, which we have noted, and they vary substantially in the magni-
tude of change they would entail and the amount of public support
they enjoy. In many instances, they are not reforms we enthusiasti-
cally support; rather, they are reforms we are open to and encourage
states or state parties to consider. By way of summary, however, we
offer a short list of the reforms we believe are most promising. All of
these reforms received strong support from our task force subcom-
mittee members.
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1. Establish a national primary day. We believe that having a single
date for all state primaries (excluding presidential primaries) would offer
a number of benefits. It would increase voter turnout by focusing citi-
zens’ attention on the primary election regardless of the competitiveness
of their particular state. It would direct media attention more broadly
across all primaries, rather than toward just a handful of idiosyncratic
races from which the public might draw erroneous lessons. It would pre-
vent super PACs and other groups from using the sequential nature of
primaries to shape the national narrative. And it would potentially alter
the relationship between state and national party organizations. We are
uncertain about how advocacy for such a primary day might work. States
could be offered incentives from Congress or the national parties to con-
verge on a particular day, or perhaps legislation could be enacted estab-
lishing rules for primaries. We note that Congress has the constitutional
authority under Article I, Section 4 to mandate a nationally uniform pri-
mary date for congressional elections. We are agnostic about when such
a day might fall, although the standard reform recommendation for
decades has been to hold primaries in the early autumn.’® We recognize
the political challenges that any effort to establish a national primary day
would face. In our judgment, advocacy for the idea would have two
major benefits even if it is unsuccessful: it would help focus attention on
the problem of low primary turnout, and it might encourage states to
consider clustering their primaries, which would still be beneficial.

2. Encourage continued experimentation with alternative primary
models. We do not yet know whether ranked-choice voting or nonparti-
san primaries would reduce political extremism, but new research is
promising and shows they can lead to candidate moderation and reduce
polarization. Until the recent Maine and Alaska reforms, RCV had not
been tested at the state or federal level in the United States, and variants
adopted at the municipal level have not always succeeded.’” However,
we are optimistic that the “top-four” or “top-five” models discussed in
Chapter 2 might be able to avoid some of the problems that plagued
mid-twentieth-century experiments with RCV and the single transfer-
able vote. We see no reason why any of these reforms would be worse
than the status quo, and as parties and voters adapt to them across dif-
ferent state political cultures, we are interested in whether the systems
become more popular with the public. There will be work to do to con-
vince Republicans and conservatives that they, too, can benefit from
RCYV, “top-two” primaries, or other such reforms.

3. Take steps to strengthen political parties. These would include
measures to give parties greater flexibility to use alternate types of pri-
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maries. We would support providing state parties with the ability to alter
primary laws to fit their unique circumstances. For instance, we believe
RCYV would be appropriate in primaries in heavily partisan districts, and
we see little reason for states to prohibit parties from adopting open pri-
maries or optional primaries if they choose to do so. We also think par-
ties can have a potentially salutary impact on the nomination process if
they strengthen their gatekeeping functions to deter unfit and politically
extreme candidates. We would encourage parties to hold preprimary con-
ventions to limit ballot access, endorse candidates before the primary, or
engage in other winnowing procedures that give voters a choice among
candidates who would be effective representatives of the party and its
adherents. Notwithstanding a populist culture that strongly embraces
candidate nominations by voters, many partisans appear to acknowledge
that parties have an important role to play in shaping the nomination.
Indeed, the vast majority do not believe that voters should have exclu-
sive influence.’” Parties can also be strengthened by granting them a
greater role in financing their candidates (see the recommendations in
Chapter 7). Studies indicate that parties tend to support more moderate
candidates than do other kinds of donors and that these candidates tend
to do better in general elections.®

4. Eliminate sore loser laws. Although many of the reforms we sup-
port would enhance the power of party leaders, we were divided on this
one. However, some of us felt that if the goal of increasing party flexi-
bility is to encourage parties to nominate electable candidates, then these
candidates should be able to win in general elections regardless of their
opponents. Moreover, sore loser laws have historically been used to
block candidates who have substantial support among independents or
voters of the opposing party. We note that our survey results show that
the public does not support abolishing sore loser laws, but there may be
ways to frame the issue that would change public attitudes. We further
note that eliminating sore loser laws might effectively be coupled with
adopting RCV or an instant-runoff system if there is concern about a
defeated primary candidate running as a “spoiler” in the general election.

Conclusions

In closing, we wish to comment on four topics that have come up during
our discussions. First, we want to reiterate that many of the problems
associated with primaries are the result of other changes in our politics.
It is important to be clear about the causes of polarization and extremism.
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Often, things that play a role in primaries—such as super PACs, lopsid-
edly partisan districts, or social media—cause problems. But the issue is
not necessarily the primary itself or its rules. Primaries have existed for
over a century, while many of the problems associated with them are
more recent. We should not assume that primary election reforms will
solve these problems. Nor should we lose sight of the benefits primaries
of all types offer some voters in terms of candidate choice and political
engagement—or of the Progressive-era goal of reducing the potential for
corrupt bargaining within parties over nominations.

Second, the reforms we have presented here follow two paths. One
is rooted in Progressive Era ideas about the role of the public in dem-
ocratic politics. If we are serious about allowing voters to play a role in
primaries, it is important that we extend this opportunity to all voters.
Hence our interest in making it easier to vote and in encouraging habit-
ual voting. The second path is distinctly pro-party. We take seriously
concerns that party organizations have been weakened to the point that
they can no longer serve their traditional function of aggregating inter-
ests and that some party organizations have been so radicalized that
they will use any additional powers they receive to steer their nomi-
nees further away from the electorate’s preferences—or even from
democratic norms. History (as well as many theoretical models) sug-
gests that parties are punished by voters when they do this. If such ret-
ribution is no longer possible—if party organizations are irrevocably
broken, in other words—then more radical changes may be necessary.
But we have framed this chapter as a survey of options that would
retain a role for parties.

Third, it is important to think about the time frame for reform.
Those who think extremism is an immediate threat to the political sys-
tem may well conclude that changes that yield a short-term benefit are
worth pursuing even if the benefit dissipates as the system adapts, even-
tually rendering the changes meaningless. For instance, one could argue
that the adoption of “top-four” ranked-choice voting in Alaska pre-
vented a particular candidate with antisystem views (Sarah Palin) from
winning a House seat and that this single election may have had further
implications for the activities of the 118th Congress. Perhaps a few
changes like that matter even if in the long run RCV does not have any
strong effects. We do not have a good theory about how to balance
short-term and long-term interests in election reform.

Fourth and finally, we have offered a relatively conservative slate
of reforms. We have concentrated on changes we think are achievable
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in the somewhat near future, and we have done so for two reasons.
First, one lesson we have taken from the history of primaries is that
they are hard to get rid of and that the public will generally support
things that sound democratic, even if in fact they are not. Second, as
Bruce Cain and others have argued, mobilizing the public around any
sort of process reform risks exhausting people, and a reform that
shows no consequences three or four elections out can lead to disillu-
sionment and to reform “cycles” that become increasingly more radi-
cal and futile.®! This suggests we should be cautious about what is
achievable and recognize that citizens have myriad political interests;
distracting them with false hopes can have serious repercussions for
assembling political movements in pursuit of other types of policy
changes that might be more effective in solving the very real problems
our nation faces.

Some readers may find our suggestions too cautious. We emphasize
that this is not an argument against more ambitious plans for rethinking
American elections. But citizens, political parties, and state govern-
ments have a range of tools at their disposal to tame political extremism
and reduce polarization, and reforming primaries is just one of them.
We believe that primary elections can be improved without abandoning
an institution that has proved malleable enough to meet the needs of dif-
ferent state governments and, on balance, been an asset to American
democracy for much of the past century.

Appendix A: Nonpartisan Top-Two,
Top-Four, or Top-Five Primaries—
Why Not Give Parties Less Power?

Some members of our task force have argued strongly for recom-
mending the adoption of nonpartisan primaries. As we have noted, the
nonpartisan primary has been implemented in four states: California,
Washington, Louisiana, and Alaska. California and Washington use
nonpartisan primaries to winnow the field to two candidates for their
general elections. Louisiana holds a jungle primary on the day of the
general election and a runoff in December. In 2022 Alaska imple-
mented a nonpartisan primary, from which the top four candidates
proceed to an RCV general election. Nevada voters approved a “top-
five” nonpartisan primary and RCV general election in 2022 and
voted on it a second time in 2024.%2
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In theory, nonpartisan elections should encourage moderation.
They allow candidates to appeal to voters of both parties, and they can
lead to the election of candidates who might otherwise have failed to
receive a majority or plurality of votes in a party primary. Political
parties can still play a role in nonpartisan primaries, moreover. They
can hold conventions beforehand to endorse candidates. Party labels
can be used on the primary ballot to inform voters, and the ballot can
note which candidates have received a party endorsement. The ballot
can also indicate which candidate is the incumbent. In their capacity
as private associations, parties and organizations allied with parties
(such as interest groups and super PACs) can still communicate with
voters or engage in other campaign activities, as can private individu-
als with ties to parties.

Our lack of a strong endorsement for nonpartisan primaries is
based on both empirical observations and normative concerns. First,
let us consider the empirical evidence. All the states that use nonpar-
tisan primaries have idiosyncratic politics. California has a history of
particularly weak political parties; for much of the twentieth century,
it allowed for cross-filing: candidates could simultaneously run for
the Democratic and Republican nomination. California used a blanket
primary, which is in practice nearly identical to a nonpartisan “top-
two” primary, for two election cycles in 1996 and 1998. Evidence of
its effectiveness was mixed, but some argued that the system didn’t
have time to mature before being struck down by the Supreme Court
in California Democratic Party v. Jones in 2000.%* The state’s “top-
two” primary was established by referendum in 2010. That same
year, California enacted (again by referendum) a nonpartisan redis-
tricting commission. It has trended strongly Democratic over the past
two decades. Early studies of the “top-two” primary contended that it
had little effect, although they acknowledged it was difficult to sepa-
rate the effects of the primary from those of the state’s redistricting
efforts.®* Arguments for the effectiveness of the “top-two” primary
rest largely on one study, which considered the behavior of the state’s
members of Congress from 2003 to 2018.% It would be consistent
with the results of this study to argue that it took nearly a decade for
adaptations of candidates, voters, and parties to the “top-two” pri-
mary to become evident.

Washington adopted its “top-two” primary by voter initiative in
2004. The state had used a blanket primary from 1935 to 2000 and an
open primary during the brief period after the Supreme Court’s Califor-
nia Democratic Party v. Jones decision but before its adoption of the
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“top-two” primary. Todd Donovan argues that the “top-two” system has
had few noticeable effects, in part because it was not a radical break
from the systems that preceded it.%

Louisiana also has a history of weak political parties, although con-
ventional measurements place it in a different category than Alaska,
California, or Washington. Louisiana adopted a nonpartisan jungle pri-
mary in 1975. This primary was enacted legislatively, at the behest of
recently elected governor Edwin Edwards, reportedly out of frustration
that he had been forced to run in a primary as well as a runoff prior to
the general election while his Republican opponent had not. Unlike
other nonpartisan-primary states, Louisiana separates state and federal
elections. State elections, held in odd-numbered years, feature a primary
in October and a runoff in November. Federal primaries are held on the
same date as the general election, with a runoff in December if neces-
sary. Current US senator John N. Kennedy won his seat in 2016 after
receiving less than 25 percent of the primary vote, and turnout for the
subsequent runoff was more than 50 percent lower than for the primary.
Some recent studies have argued that the state’s legislature has been less
polarized and more effective than those of other southern states.®” And
in recent years, Louisiana has had more two-party competition at the
state level than its immediate neighbors, but its congressional delega-
tion is not noticeably less extreme than those of other southern states.
Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, the ultimate choice of those who
unseated Kevin McCarthy, first won his Louisiana seat after receiving
25 percent of the vote in the 2016 primary.

Alaska, which adopted its “top-four” ranked-choice voting system
in 2022, has a long history of nonpartisan electoral politics. It used a
blanket primary from 1967 to 1992 and again from 1996 to 2000.®
Alaska also has a long history of Republican Party factionalism, and it
has politics that revolve around resource extraction (unlike other extrac-
tive states, however, it also has a very large percentage of union mem-
bers). Both chambers of the legislature have a history of establishing
bipartisan coalitions; currently, the state senate governing coalition
includes 85 percent of the chamber. Arrangements such as these sub-
stantially reduce the need for political parties to play a role in elections
at all. As we have noted above, early evidence from Alaska does sug-
gest that the “top-four” system provided advantages to more moderate
candidates in the 2022 US House and Senate elections and in at least
two state legislative races.®’

All these states have a history of weak political parties, according
to standard political science metrics, and all but Louisiana enacted
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nonpartisan primaries by referendum.’® Not all states have direct
democracy provisions, and the historical weakness of parties in slating
candidates or otherwise organizing politics in California, Washington,
Louisiana, and Alaska may be one reason why nonpartisan primaries
passed there in the first place. These states’ experiences therefore offer
little guidance on how nonpartisan primaries would function in states
with stronger parties. If we uncritically accept all the claims made
about these states, we have four different trajectories: it took nearly a
decade for the effects of California’s primary law change to become
evident and perhaps longer for the effects of Louisiana’s reform to
become noticeable; little changed in Washington; and there were
immediate changes in Alaska, but these changes might well fail to per-
sist if the state’s Republican Party effectively adapts to them.

One simple way to measure how state legislative election systems
can adapt to changes such as the nonpartisan primary is to consider how
states using this system fit into Boris Shor and Nolan McCarty’s meas-
urements of state legislative polarization.”! Shor and McCarty compare
average levels of polarization in each state from 1996 to 2020. They
provide no evidence that the introduction of the “top-two” primary led
to less polarization. Some proponents of these systems argued that Cal-
ifornia and Washington polarized at a slower pace than other states fol-
lowing the introduction of the “top-two” primary, but Shor and
McCarty’s data do not show this to be the case.”> This does not mean
that a small number of extreme candidates were not defeated; nor does
it suggest that the change had no effect on other types of extremism as
defined earlier in this chapter. And none of these states had a long
enough experience with the “top-four” ranked-choice voting system for
us to make claims about its effect on polarization. We concede that the
“top-four” RCV system differs in important ways from the “top-two”
primary, and we look forward to seeing what results it might have in
Alaska or other states.

Critics might also respond that all states are idiosyncratic in their
own ways. We agree with this. Our point, however, is that the states that
have used nonpartisan primaries are, with the exception of Louisiana,
all idiosyncratic in the same way: they are weak-party states with
direct-democracy provisions. Their atypicality may well be the reason
they introduced nonpartisan primaries. We encourage state experimen-
tation and would be willing to reconsider our views in the event that
more nonpartisan primaries, RCV systems, or other untested reforms
were implemented.
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There is, however, also a compelling normative case against the
nonpartisan primary. Political parties play a vital role in organizing leg-
islative politics. If candidates do not have to seek the support of their
party’s leaders and voters, they have little reason to play a constructive
role in putting forward their party’s policies in government. This, in
turn, deprives voters of their most effective tool for holding politicians
accountable. As noted above, political parties can still play a role in
nonpartisan primaries by endorsing candidates, taking other steps to
communicate their preferences to voters, or boosting their preferred
candidates. These signals, however, are most likely to be understood by
politically engaged and knowledgeable voters, and in some instances,
they can read as the same sort of corrupt “behind-the-scenes” politics
that progressives objected to at the time the direct primary was created.
Less informed voters—who often tend to be poorer or less ideologically
extreme—are less likely to perceive these signals. In this sense, elec-
tions without partisan cues or with partisan cues only some people can
read can actually be less democratic. This is one reason, scholars argue,
why nonpartisan elections tend to have very low turnout.”

The practical case against the nonpartisan primary lies in its limited
effectiveness and in the trade-offs that advocacy for it would entail. In
theory, it makes sense that nonpartisan primaries could encourage bipar-
tisanship and discourage extremism. But if the changes they spur are sub-
tle and take a decade or more to materialize, they may not be powerful
enough to effectively combat contemporary extremism. The logic behind
the nonpartisan primary is based on a unidimensional model of political
ideology that captures neither the characteristics of “moderate” voters nor
the characteristics of political extremism that we described at the begin-
ning of this chapter. As we have documented above, moreover, political
parties have historically used a range of tools to discipline or remove
extremists: party leaders can sanction individual officeholders for egre-
gious behavior, parties can hold preprimary conventions to winnow the
field, and party-allied donors can coalesce around their preferred candi-
dates. If parties are too weak to do these things today, our preferred
approach is to incentivize parties to behave more responsibly rather than
to limit their ability to influence elections. If parties are too broken to be
repaired—a possibility we think is worth continuing to discuss—then
antiparty reforms may be more appropriate. But in that case, we would
argue that a range of other reforms (including many discussed in other
chapters of this book) have more promising track records than do non-
partisan primaries.
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Appendix B: State Constitutional
Provisions Regarding Primaries

State

Citation

Year of

Adoption Content

Alabama

Alabama

Alabama

Alaska

Alaska

Arizona

Arizona

§182

§183

§190

Article
XV, §6

Article
XV, §7

Article
VI, §17

Article
VII, §10

1901

1901

1901

1956

1956

1962

Disqualifies people who make or offer “to make a
false return in any election by the people or in
any primary election to procure the nomination
or election of any person to any office” from
registering to vote or from voting.

“No person shall be qualified to vote, or participate
in any primary election, party convention, mass
meeting, or other method of party action of any
political party or faction, who shall not possess
the qualifications prescribed in this article for an
elector, or who shall be disqualified from voting
under the provisions of this article.”

“The legislature shall also make provision by law,
not inconsistent with this article, for the regulation
of primary elections, and for punishing frauds at
the same, but shall not make primary elections
compulsory. The legislature shall by law provide
for purging the registration list of the names of
those who die, become insane, or convicted of
crime, or otherwise disqualified as electors under
the provisions of this Constitution, and of any
names which may have been fraudulently entered
on such list by the registrars; provided, that a
trial by jury may be had on the demand of any
person whose name is proposed to be stricken
from the list.”

Requires governor to take necessary measures to
hold primary and general elections.

“The primary election shall take place not less
than forty nor more than ninety days after the
proclamation by the governor of the Territory.
The general election shall take place not less
than ninety days after the primary election. The
elections shall be governed by this constitution
and by applicable territorial laws.”

Requires primary when there is a vacancy in
congress.

Amended “The legislature shall enact a direct primary

1998

election law, which shall provide for the nomi-
nation of candidates for all elective state, county,
and city offices, including candidates for United
States Senator and for Representative in Congress.
Any person who is registered as no party preference
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Year of
State Citation Adoption Content
or independent as the party preference or
who is registered with a political party that
is not qualified for representation on the
ballot may vote in the primary election of
any one of the political parties that is
qualified for the ballot.”
Arkansas  Article Undetermined Procedures for elections with only one
II1, §13 candidate apply to primary elections.
Arkansas Amendment Undetermined “Only the names of candidates for office
29, §5 nominated by an organized political party
at a convention of delegates, or by a
majority of all the votes cast for candidates
for the office in a primary election, or by
petition of electors as provided by law, shall
be placed on the ballots in any election.”
Arkansas Amendment Undetermined “The General Assembly shall have power to
39, §1 enact laws providing for a registration of
voters prior to any general, special, or
primary election, and to require that the
right to vote at any such election shall
depend upon such previous registration.”
Arkansas Amendment Undetermined Asserts that all rules related to voter regis-
51, §§1-2, tration in general elections also apply to
10 primary elections.
Arkansas Amendment Undetermined Sets forth rules for general congressional
76, §1 elections that also apply to primary elections.
California Article II, ~ Amended Defines rules for primary elections.
§5 2010
Colorado  Article Undetermined Defines campaign finance laws for general
XXVIII, and primary elections.
§§2-3, 5-6
Connecticut Article 2008 Allows electors who will be eighteen years
XXXI old by the general election to vote in
primary elections.
Florida Article IV,  Undetermined Allows candidates for governor and lieutenant
§5(a) governor to run without a running mate in
primary elections but requires them to have
a running mate for the general election.
Florida Article VI, Undetermined “If all candidates for an office have the same
§5(b) party affiliation and the winner will have no
opposition in the general election, all qualified
electors, regardless of party affiliation, may
vote in the primary elections for that office.”
Hawaii Article I,  Amended “Secrecy of voting shall be preserved; provided
§4 1978 that no person shall be required to declare a

party preference or nonpartisanship as a
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Year of
State Citation Adoption Content

condition of voting in any primary or special
primary election.”
Hawaii Article II,  Amended Allows primary elections to be held so long
§8 1978 as they are more than forty-five days before
the general election.
Hawaii Article III, Amended Asserts that a candidate elected by a primary
§4 1988 election unopposed in the general election is
considered elected by the primary election.
Kentucky §151 1891 Prohibits people guilty of fraud, intimidation,
bribery, or corrupt practice from being nom-
inated or elected to office.
Maine Article IV Undetermined “No person may be a candidate for election
§4 as a member of the House of Representatives
unless, at the time of the nomination for
placement on a primary, general or special
election ballot, that person is a resident in
the district which the candidate seeks to
represent.”
Michigan Article II,  Amended “No law shall be enacted which permits a
§4(2) 2018 candidate in any partisan primary or partisan
election to have a ballot designation except
when required for identification of candidates
for the same office who have the same or
similar surnames.”
Minnesota Article VII, 1980 “The amount that may be spent by candidates
§9 for constitutional and legislative offices to
campaign for nomination or election shall be
limited by law. The legislature shall provide
by law for disclosure of contributions and
expenditures made to support or oppose
candidates for state elective offices.”
Mississippi Article XII, Undetermined “The legislature shall enact laws to secure
§247 fairness in party primary elections, conven-
tions, or other methods of naming party
candidates.”

Nevada  Article II, 1996 Limits campaign spending in primary and
§10(2) general elections.

New Part 1, 1956 Allows for absentee voting in primary elections.
Hampshire Article XI

New Article VII, Undetermined Does not allow runoff elections for primaries.
Mexico §5

New York Article I, §1 Amended Allows citizens to be disenfranchised from

2001 voting in primary elections in certain
circumstances.
North Article II,  Undetermined Assures secrecy in voting for all elections,

Dakota §1 including primaries.
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Year of
State Citation Adoption Content
North Article Undetermined Allows only qualified electors to participate
Dakota I, §3 in all elections, including primaries.
Ohio Article V, Amended Requires primary elections for all elective
§7 1976 state, district, county, and municipal offices
except for municipal elections that are in
towns of a certain size.
Oklahoma Article III, 1976 Gives the legislature the ability to create a
§3 mandatory primary system.
Rhode Article IV,  Undetermined “The general assembly shall require each
Island §9 candidate for general office in any primary,
general or special election to report to the
secretary of state all contributions and
expenditures made by any person to or on
behalf of such candidate, provided however,
that the general assembly may limit such
disclosure to contributions or expenditures
in excess of such an amount as the general
assembly shall specify.”
Rhode Article IV,  Undetermined “The general assembly shall adopt limitations
Island §10 on all contributions to candidates for election
to state and local office in any primary,
general or special election and shall provide
for the adoption of a plan of voluntary public
financing and limitations on total campaign
expenditures of campaigns for governor and
such other general officers as the general
assembly shall specify.”
South Article I,  Amended Requires the general assembly, to among
Carolina  §10 1971 other things, “provide for the nomination
of candidates.”
South Article VII, Undetermined Requires the general assembly, to among
Dakota §3 other things, provide for the nomination
of candidates.
Vermont  Chapter II, Undetermined Entitles everyone qualified to vote to vote in
§4 primaries.
Virginia  Article II,  Amended Ensures that there can be write-in candidates,
§3 1995 but does not make the guarantee for primaries.
Virginia  Article II,  Undetermined Entitles everyone qualified to vote to vote in
§1 primaries.
Virginia  Article II, ~ Undetermined “The General Assembly shall provide for the
§4 nomination of candidates, shall regulate the

time, place, manner, conduct, and adminis-
tration of primary, general, and special
elections, and shall have power to make any
other law regulating elections not inconsistent
with this Constitution.”
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The risks of political extremism are particularly great if a politically
extreme figure can capture the presidency, with all its attendant actual and
rhetorical powers. For the first 170 or so years of American history, this
risk was mitigated by the need for party nominees to gain the support of
elected party figures at all levels of government throughout the country.
But with the shift in the 1970s to the system of direct primary elections
for choosing party nominees, we believe the risk of more demagogic,
extreme figures capturing the nomination of one or both parties—and
hence the presidency—has increased. Given the US commitment to
choosing nominees through direct primaries, however, we offer several
potential means of working within the existing system to reduce the risk
of more extremist candidates capturing a party’s nomination.

We also offer suggestions for how to improve the primary debate
process. Primary debates should play a significant role in informing
party voters of the quality and policy positions of various candidates.
Especially in large primary fields, which are increasingly common,
these debates should help voters identify important distinctions among
candidates within the party. We believe there are numerous ways of
improving the primary debate process to enable it to play that role more
effectively. The second part of this chapter provides those recommen-
dations and the justifications for them.

The Context of the Problem

One of the most consequential and radical changes to the American
electoral system of the last fifty years was the introduction in the 1970s
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of the direct primary to select major-party nominees. After more than a
century and a half during which elected state, national, and local party
figures from around the country played a major role in choosing their
parties’ candidates for president, we moved almost overnight to a purely
voter-controlled method in which primary elections (and a small num-
ber of caucuses) determine party nominees. The candidate who wins a
majority of convention delegates through these primary elections
becomes the party’s nominee. Elected party figures no longer have any
direct decisionmaking role in the nominations process (except, in the-
ory, for the Democratic Party’s superdelegates, who are not permitted to
vote in the first round of balloting at the party’s convention).

This change has had a range of consequences. It is responsible for
the large fields of candidates who frequently now run in the primaries.
It has prompted more figures who know they have no prospect of win-
ning the nomination to nonetheless declare themselves candidates in
order to raise their profile for other purposes. (Almost anyone with min-
imal support and resources can run and generate media coverage.) It has
given outsize weight to the states that hold early primaries. It has made
it more likely that a candidate can capture the nomination by appealing
only to one strong faction within a party rather than reflecting a com-
promise among various factions. But most importantly for our purposes,
the shift to a more direct popular method of selection has significantly
increased the risk that extremist, demagogic, or inexperienced candi-
dates can capture the nomination of one or both major political parties.

When the shift to this popular selection process was underway, lead-
ing scholars of political parties expressed exactly that worry. As Nelson
Polsby and Aaron Wildavsky cautioned in 1964, eliminating any role for
elected party figures in the nomination process “might lead to the appear-
ance of extremist candidates and demagogues, who, unrestrained by alle-
giance to any permanent party organization, would have little to lose by
stirring up mass hatreds or making absurd promises.”! Indeed, it was pre-
cisely this worry that led Martin Van Buren to establish the party con-
vention as a vehicle for choosing the nominee.? Van Buren had concluded
that, without a role for elected party figures, competition for the presi-
dency would devolve into a system of highly personalized and factional
politics that generated too many candidates and more extreme, demagogic
campaign appeals, as individual candidates fought to distinguish their
personal brands.? In Van Buren’s view, unified national political parties
and party nominating conventions were critical for fostering broad con-
sensus because they forced compromise among cross-cutting cleavages
and reined in personality-based politics.
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Another virtue of the convention system was that delegates, selected
by local party actors from across the country, would bring to the nomina-
tion process a diverse range of important qualities and perspectives. Many
would have governing experience, and while they would certainly strive
to advocate for constituencies within the party, they would also grasp the
compromises necessary for a party to function.* In addition, many of
these figures would have direct experience working with potential nomi-
nees, offering valuable perspective on their ability to govern the country.

Elected party figures from around the nation were also likely to rep-
resent the major interests and factions within the party; the need to gain
their support would make it more likely that successful candidates
would reflect that range of interests and factions.

We do not wish to romanticize such convention-run parties. While
this system could bring voice to issues and constituencies across the
country, it also had the effect of squelching discussions on slavery and
civil rights for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.® This
political system was a product of its time and reflected the preferences
of the nearly exclusively white and male memberships of both parties,
seeking to protect and advance their interests.

Conventions are now much more inclusive, but the electoral system
has evolved into one that primary voters dominate. Since we are unlikely
to go back to the old system, the question is whether there are ways to
improve the nominations process by leveraging some of the advantages
elected party figures can provide while still accepting the central role of
voters in choosing the nominees. This chapter addresses potential reforms
to do so.

In addition, a crucial step along the path to nomination is the primary
debate, where voters are able to see and evaluate competing candidates at
the same time addressing the same issues. We therefore also address ways
to improve the primary debate process to give voters more of the infor-
mation they need to make well-informed decisions among candidates.
First, however, it is important to put the current nominations process in
historical context in order to understand how this system emerged.

The Historical Evolution of the Nominations Process

Most Americans take for granted, and perhaps even consider natural, our
current direct popular method of choosing the parties’ nominees. Little
memory or understanding exists of how the prior selection system
worked. Yet the dramatic shift to a fully voter-driven method of selection
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has profound effects on our system of government, including on the risk
that more extremist forces can capture the presidency. Changing the
method of choosing the parties’ nominees inevitably shapes the kinds of
candidates who run; the reasons candidates choose to run; the size of the
primary election field; the role of prior name recognition or celebrity sta-
tus; the kind of political figures most likely to succeed in capturing nom-
inations and the White House; and, most importantly, the way govern-
ment functions and the interests and political forces to which it is most
likely to be responsive.

To provide context for the reforms discussed in this chapter, the
next section describes how the nominations process worked up until the
changes of the 1970s. We then describe those changes and the unin-
tended consequences they produced. To offer a broader perspective on
these issues, we briefly illustrate how much of an outlier our system of
presidential-candidate selection is compared to other major democra-
cies. The final section of this chapter then turns to several reform pro-
posals that would help reduce the risk that an extremist candidate cap-
tures a party’s nomination and, with it, potentially the White House.

The Historical Role of Peer Review

For most of American history until the 1970s, the nominations process
included a significant role for “peer review” by existing officeholders and
party officials who helped select their party’s candidate for president. The
first form of peer review emerged in the early nineteenth century.® This
was the congressional caucus, which arose as the de facto means of pres-
electing credible presidential candidates in a world in which factional or
partisan divisions had begun to emerge. In the caucus system, which
lasted until 1824, members of Congress from a self-identified coalition—
the Jeffersonian Republicans—would privately come to an agreement on
the candidate they would endorse to the public as representing their
views. The birth of this system reflected, in part, the fear that without
such a filtering device, too many candidates would run, the Electoral Col-
lege would be unable to select a clear winner, and the president would
end up being chosen by the House of Representatives (where each state
delegation has one vote).

But critics began to deride the method as “King Caucus.” With such
a small group in Congress carrying such decisive weight in identifying
party candidates, the caucus system began to lose its legitimacy. Within
a couple decades, it was replaced by the national party nomination con-
ventions that (in vestigial form) remain with us today. Though the party
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convention was not invented by Van Buren, he quickly turned it into an
enduring feature of American democracy, along with the mass national
political party he created and legitimized. Of particular relevance here,
Van Buren had concluded that in the vacuum created by the demise of
the caucus system, competition for the presidency had devolved into a
system of highly personalized and factional politics that generated too
many candidates and more extreme, demagogic campaign appeals, as
candidates struggled to create a distinct identity.” Unified national polit-
ical parties and party nominating conventions were thought to be vehi-
cles for fostering broad consensus by forcing compromise among
cross-cutting cleavages and reining in personalized, and hence more
demagogic, politics. By 1836, as James Ceaser has written, “the idea of
partisan nominations was never again seriously challenged; it became
part of the living constitution.”®

The convention system involved a larger and more representative
group of selectors than the caucus system, with state and local party
leaders effectively controlling the conventions and the nomination
process. They had considerable capacity to influence the choice of del-
egates (who were selected by party caucus, district convention, state
convention, executive committee, or some combination of these and
similar methods). Party leaders also led their own state delegations and
essentially controlled how they voted.’ Party leaders, who included state
and national officeholders, had thick ties to their parties and their com-
mitments; they had ongoing and long-standing ties to their parties and
were professional politicians.'® Thus, the convention system continued
to provide peer-review filtering of potential nominees, albeit in more
attenuated form than had the congressional caucus.

With certain incremental changes, party conventions provided this
form of peer review and filtering all the way until 1972. The most sig-
nificant adaptation of this system came during the Progressive Era with
the push for direct primaries as a means of choosing party nominees for
all levels of elected office. That introduced a limited role for a few
direct presidential primaries to choose convention delegates. But most
remarkable in hindsight is how little effect the direct primary movement
had on the presidential nomination process, given how successful that
movement turned out to be for elections at virtually every other level.

The direct primary was added as an element—but just an element—
to the nomination system in 1912. Thirteen states ended up choosing
their delegates through the direct primary for that year’s Republican
convention.!" From then on, the nomination process was best under-
stood as what scholars have called a “mixed system”: primary elections
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to choose delegates from some states, alongside a continuing role for
local, state, and national party figures selected in the more traditional
ways. Although winning a primary could influence the selection
process, most of the power to determine the nominees continued to rest
with traditional party figures.'?

As early as 1920, enthusiasm for the direct primary as part of the
presidential nomination process had dissipated. Primaries became a
contained feature of the system, with the dominance of the party organ-
ization resolidified.!* After 1920, only twelve to eighteen states,
depending on the year, used some form of primary to select delegates.'
And as late as 1968, only fourteen states used primaries; they selected
between 37 and 38 percent of the delegates, well less than the majority
needed to control the choice of nominee.!> Most importantly, many of
these primaries were “favorite-son” contests that did not determine the
presidential preference of the convention delegates. Primaries played a
role in this mixed system for selecting presidential nominees, in other
words, but elected party figures remained the dominant force.

The convention system had its flaws, to be sure. Accusations of
insider dealing in secretive “smoke-filled” rooms dogged the practice.
More damningly, this system tended to reinforce, rather than undermine,
many of the exclusionary biases of the day. Politicians not wishing to
address slavery or civil rights or to see those issues split their delicate
party coalitions would work to exclude certain figures from the process.
This was not purely a feature of early American history, either: Civil
rights protesters targeted the 1964 Democratic convention precisely for
refusing to seat Black southern delegates, and Shirley Chisholm’s 1972
campaign ran into many of the same barriers. Peer review could serve
as both a protector of the republic and a way to reinforce its hierarchies.

Even with these exclusionary tendencies, however, the twentieth-
century mixed system functioned in more complex ways than is gener-
ally appreciated. Popular primaries and party figures turned out to check
and balance each other’s influence. Party figures continued to have
incentives to put their weight behind candidates likely to hold the
party’s factions together, run a competitive election, govern effectively,
and reflect the party’s general ideology. But primaries also kept the sys-
tem from being too closed: “outsiders” could challenge the existing
party hierarchy and orthodoxy and force the party to remain responsive,
at least up to a point. The system mixed elements of direct popular
choice and peer review.

Primaries also enabled less tested candidates to show skeptical
party leaders that they could win votes—as when John Kennedy won
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the 1960 West Virginia primary and proved that a Catholic could suc-
ceed in heavily Protestant areas.!® Even an insurgent candidate like
Barry Goldwater in 1964 could successfully work the mixed system.!’
But no candidate could succeed without also convincing enough insti-
tutional party figures throughout the country to support them. In 1960,
for example, just sixteen states held Democratic primaries, and while
Kennedy won ten of those, he still required the support of party regulars
to gain the nomination. Primaries mattered, but so did the ability to
build coalitions within the party.

Under this system, some candidates chose to “run” on the inside
track and make their appeal primarily or even exclusively to the party
figures who controlled convention delegates. Others took advantage of
the outside track to demonstrate their popular appeal. The net effect of
this mixed system was to keep the political parties (meaning party lead-
ers from the national, state, and local levels) in control. As the most thor-
ough recent study concludes about the convention process in the decades
before it collapsed, in no nomination contest “was a party forced by
strong candidates with large popular followings to choose a nominee it
didn’t want.”'®And as this study goes on to explain, “with the exception
of the Republicans in 1964 and the Democrats in 1968, parties consis-
tently attempted to find candidates who were broadly acceptable to party
groups and able to compete well in the general election.”"’

Thus, for the first 170 or so years of American history, the selection
of nominees for the presidency typically involved a high degree of con-
trol and peer review from national, state, and local party leaders from
throughout the country. Party leaders retained the most significant power
over presidential nominations, even as the precise form of peer review
evolved, from selection by a small caucus in Congress to nominating
conventions that eventually created a partial role for direct popular input.

The Inadvertent Creation of Today’s Direct
Presidential Primaries

The convention system unraveled in the aftermath of the 1968 Demo-
cratic convention in Chicago. Almost overnight, it was replaced by
today’s system of choosing party nominees exclusively through popular
vote in primaries and caucuses. In many ways, this change was unin-
tended; indeed, it transpired despite some of its architects intending to
forestall exactly the changes their recommendations brought about. But
within a decade, the United States had abandoned a 170-year-old peer-
review selection system and replaced it with a purely voter-driven one.
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The catalyst for this change was the explosive 1968 Democratic
convention in the midst of the Vietnam War. Torn asunder by conflicts
over the war, the convention ended up nominating the establishment
candidate, Vice President Hubert Humphrey. Humphrey had entered the
race too late to make it onto the ballot for any of the primaries but was
nominated nonetheless through a vote by elected party figures.

To appease critics of his nomination, Humphrey agreed to a reform
commission, known as the “McGovern-Fraser Commission,” to advise
on how to improve the nomination process for the 1972 convention. Its
recommendations quickly led to the current system of primary elections
and voter caucuses choosing the great majority of delegates. As Byron
Shafer, the leading scholar of this transformation, put it, the reforms
constituted “a revolutionary change in the mechanics of presidential
selection, the greatest systematically planned and centrally imposed
shift in the institutions of delegate selection in all of American his-
tory.”?° As a result, he added, “the official party has been erased from
what was still nominally the party’s nomination process.”?!

Strikingly, this dramatic shift to a “plebiscitary,” primary-domi-
nated selection process was not the aim of many reformers, including
those on the McGovern-Fraser Commission.??> The commission had
intended to save the convention system by preserving a critical role for
the party. It did not seek to create a primary-dominated selection system
that essentially shut institutional party figures out of the process. But
the changes that flowed from the commission’s report ironically had the
exact opposite of their intended effect.

Austin Ranney, a member of the commission who had spent much
of his career as a political scientist trying to strengthen parties rather
than hollow them out, described how the body’s recommendations led
inadvertently to the modern direct popular selection process:

I well remember that the first thing [the commission] agreed on . . .
was that we did not want . . . any great increase in the number of state
primaries. Indeed, we hoped to prevent any such development by
reforming the delegate-selection rules so that the party’s non-primary
process would be open and fair, participation in them would greatly
increase, and consequently the demand for more primaries would fade
away. . . . But we got a rude shock. . . . We accomplished the oppo-
site of what we intended.?

The reforms had largely sought to preserve the legitimacy of the
party by making the caucus system more accessible, transparent, and
open. Up until then, it had been governed by baroque rules designed to
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enable only party insiders to participate. But for a variety of reasons,
the state parties—first on the Democratic side and then on the Republi-
can one—responded by rapidly expanding the role of primaries, which
had the effect of putting the nomination in the hands of primary voters
once a majority of delegates were selected that way.

In the first two elections after these changes were made, the Democ-
rats nominated candidates, Jimmy Carter and George McGovern, who
almost certainly would not have been selected under the convention sys-
tem. For a few decades after that, the political parties found ways to work
within the new selection process to nominate figures that party leaders and
the establishment most preferred. But since 2004, a series of candidates
have captured the nomination who would have been unlikely to do so
under the convention system: John McCain, Barack Obama, and Donald
Trump. McCain broke with party orthodoxy on some issues, and Obama
lacked experience and clout within the party, but both garnered endorse-
ments from elected officials well before their respective national conven-
tions. Trump, by contrast, combined inexperience in government with
inconsistency with traditional party priorities and won very little elite sup-
port until much later in the election season. The shift in types of success-
ful candidates reflects the implications of the modern nomination system.

Other aspects of today’s nomination process reflect the 1970s reforms.
The extremely large field of candidates now regularly running, at least
when there is no obvious frontrunner, is a product of these changes. Such
an expansive field has occasionally forced primary debate platforms to be
divided into a “main” debate stage, which can still have as many as ten
figures on it, and a “junior varsity” debate stage. Candidates regularly
enter the presidential primaries for purposes other than genuinely seeking
their party’s nomination; while these candidates know they have no real-
istic chance of winning, they run to raise their name recognition in pursuit
of other aims—to score a potential cable television or book deal, for
instance, or to emphasize idiosyncratic issues. Primary electorates may
place less weight on prior government service than party elders in the con-
vention system, and primary electorates are more likely to prefer “out-
sider” candidates. Most importantly for present purposes, the switch to a
direct primary selection process has increased the risk that extremist or
demagogic candidates will capture the nomination and the White House.

A Brief Comparative Perspective

The United States is an outlier among major democracies in employing
such a voter-centered method for choosing nominees who then compete
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to become chief executive of the country. (In parliamentary systems, the
selection process is for a party leader, who then becomes prime minis-
ter if his or her party wins a majority of seats in the parliament.) A brief
comparative perspective is helpful to put the US system in context.

Several well-established democracies continue to rely exclusively
on a peer-review system in which party members in parliament choose
the party leader without any popular input (much like the congressional
caucus system that once existed in the United States). Other major
democracies employ a mixed system in which elements of peer review
are combined with a vote by party members. However, these parties
have many fewer members than US parties do, because the hurdles to
becoming a party member are more significant than in the United
States, where voters become party members simply by checking a box
when they register to vote or arrive at the polls. In these countries, party
membership often requires paying annual dues. Only a small minority
of democracies have moved to mostly plebiscitary selection methods,
but even in these countries, the percentage of ordinary voters who par-
ticipate is far lower than in the United States. To be sure, some of these
are parliamentary systems, but nothing intrinsic to the presidential sys-
tem requires direct popular selection of nominees, as the pre-1970s
experience in the United States illustrates.

The Australian Liberal Party and the New Zealand National Party
both use exclusively peer-review methods. The leaders of these two
center-right parties continue to be elected solely by their parliamentary
peers and colleagues.?* In Germany, party leaders are required by law to
be elected by delegates to the party’s national conference every two
years. Typically, the major figures in the parties reach a consensus
beforehand and present a united front at the conference in a “corona-
tion” of the uncontested leader.

The United Kingdom offers a good example of a mixed system. In the
Conservative Party, the parliamentary party plays an initial gatekeeping
role. It uses successive ballots to winnow the field of candidates down to
two that are voted on by the full party membership, which currently con-
sists of around 150,000 individuals.?® A candidate for Labour Party leader,
meanwhile, must be a member of Parliament and must first receive sup-
port from 20 percent of Labour members of Parliament (and there are fur-
ther requirements of internal party support). Candidates who gain that
level of peer support are then voted on by Labour Party members.

Canada uses a selection process that does not include peer review but
is still not comparable to the purely plebiscitary US system. Candidates
for party leadership must pay an entrance fee and, in some parties, collect
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the signatures of a specified number of party members. In the case of the
Conservatives and the New Democratic Party, voting for party leaders is
limited to party members, who number in the realm of 150,000 in a total
eligible electorate of around 25 million.

Outside the United States, the first purely popular, open-primary
selection process in an established democracy did not occur until 2005—
in Italy.?® Several Italian parties now use open primaries with large elec-
torates to choose their leaders. In France, as well, several parties cur-
rently use open primaries comparable to those in the United States.

But even in these countries that use open primaries, parties wield
greater control over leadership candidates than US parties do, thanks to
additional features in the structure of European elections. For example,
most public and private funding for primary (and general) elections in
Europe is channeled through party organizations, inevitably enhancing
party control of the process. In the United States, by contrast, a great
deal of campaign funds are raised by candidates and controlled by them.
In addition, in most countries, there is a fairly well-understood track, in
terms of qualifications and experience, toward becoming the party’s
candidate for chief executive. This may include educational back-
ground, work in and for the party in various junior and then more sen-
ior capacities, and time spent as an elected representative or official.
But since the shift to primaries in the 1970s, there is no similar track or
set of qualifications and experiences broadly viewed as necessary to
compete for party nominations in the United States.

For most of American history, peer review played an important role
in determining which candidates would carry the major parties’ banners
into the general election. The mixed system of the modern convention
era combined elements of popular input, through a select number of pri-
maries, with a continuing role for elected party figures from around the
country. The dramatic shift in the 1970s to a more voter-centered selec-
tion system that we now take for granted has increased the risk that
more extremist and demagogic candidates can prevail in the nomination
contests and in the presidential election.

Below, we offer thoughts for how a degree of peer review, or input
from elected officials, might be built back into our nominations process
without compromising the popular participation that is now the norm.

Contested Conventions

Perhaps the most straightforward way to reintroduce elected officials into
the process would be for conventions to reclaim their role as places for
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deliberation and decisionmaking. A few small changes could bring back
“contested” conventions: More proportional delegate-selection rules and
a shorter calendar would send a more representative group of delegates to
the convention. Those delegates, in turn, could be further empowered and
prepared to deliberate. Such deliberation would reflect the views of the
party’s primary electorate, in much the same way that Congress repre-
sents the views of the national electorate, but the delegates could negoti-
ate compromises, balance competing party constituencies, and perform
the function of peer review.

As noted above, the McGovern-Fraser reforms were intended not to
remove delegates from the selection process, only to make their role more
transparent and democratic. The reformers’ objection to Humphrey’s
nomination was not that he was selected at a convention but that he was
selected by delegates who did not reflect the view of rank-and-file
Democrats.?” Reformers envisioned a convention in which underrepre-
sented elements of the party’s coalition (including the antiwar supporters
of Humphrey’s main rivals for the nomination) would have a voice in the
selection of the eventual nominee. But conventions today have become
only ceremonial, formally ratifying the results of primary elections.

Enabling conventions to again become decisionmakers when there
is not a strong consensus choice within the parties would not require
changing the basic structure of the nomination process. A few relatively
simple changes could return delegates to their decisionmaking role.
First, the parties could adjust their delegate-allocation rules and the pri-
mary calendar to eliminate the tendency for a single candidate, even one
with only a plurality of support, to amass a majority of votes before the
convention. Parties could improve the proportionality of their allocation
rules and shorten the primary calendar to make it easier for candidates
to stay in the contest until the end, thereby ensuring that convention del-
egates more accurately reflect the preferences of the voters across the
entire country. In addition, parties could ensure that delegates selected
to attend the convention are prepared and enabled to play a more active
role in the nomination process. Candidates could do this by giving more
attention to the kind of delegates selected when they win.

Proportional representation in the selection of delegates would make
the convention more representative of the party’s supporters. If a major-
ity of delegates support the same candidate on the first ballot, there is
currently no opportunity for further deliberation. If this majority reflects
similar majority support among the primary electorate, then the favored
candidate has a reasonable claim to be the nominee. More often, how-
ever, the process exaggerates the eventual winner’s support in two ways.
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First, on the Republican side, delegate-selection rules often give a
bonus to first-place candidates. Some Republican primaries are winner-
take-all, giving no delegates to second- or third-place finishers. Even in
states with more proportional allocation formulas, this proportionality is
imperfect. For instance, it is well known that smaller district magni-
tudes (the number of delegates available in the constituency) and high
thresholds (the vote share needed to win any delegates) can undermine
proportionality.?

States typically allocate delegates by congressional district, meaning
that the number of delegates to be divided is relatively small. This
requires candidates to win a high share of the vote to earn any delegates.
In some states, parties raise the bar even further with a formal threshold
of support, often 15 percent, to win delegates. In today’s fairly large pri-
mary fields, many candidates with substantial national support might fail
to win enough of the vote in state primaries to garner any delegates at all.

This advantage to the top few candidates then feeds into the second
way that majorities are exaggerated, which is the winnowing of candi-
dates over time. Running for the nomination is expensive and laborious.
Candidates who do not perform well in early states often drop out. Their
supporters either switch their support to candidates who remain in the
race or else don’t vote in the primary at all.?* By the time the contest
reaches the final states to hold primaries, often there is only one seri-
ous candidate still competing. That candidate picks up a lot of votes, but
only after having effectively already won the nomination, exaggerating
their support.’® We never learn the true preferences of primary voters in
those states. Because of this phenomenon, political scientist Caitlin
Jewett has shown, a majority of voters never have the opportunity for
what she calls “meaningful participation” in the nomination process.!

Because parties believe they need the process to end with one clear
winner, the current rules are often designed to encourage the winnowing
process. But the opposite could be done. Parties could try to make the
conditions for a contested convention more likely. They could use more
proportional delegate-allocation rules—eliminating winner-take-all or
other top-finisher bonuses, lowering thresholds, and moving to statewide
allocation of delegates. The parties could also arrange a shorter primary
calendar, making it easier for candidates to survive until the end.

Currently, a contested convention—one in which the delegates
deliberate and make a decision later than the first ballot—is a technical
possibility. It is so unlikely, however, that many of the delegates might
not be prepared to play that role. Parties should improve their selection
rules to better prepare delegates to deliberate.
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Delegate selection varies by state, and some states might need few
formal changes to their rules to enable the best delegates to be selected.
The key is that candidates for the nomination should invest more in
their delegate selection. They should choose people with negotiating
skills and a willingness to form coalitions with the delegates represent-
ing other candidates.

To make this proposal work, the way delegates are allocated would
also have to change. Currently, both parties largely allocate delegates by
district. On the Republican side, all districts award three delegates. On
the Democratic side, the number per district ranges from three to nine. In
large multicandidate fields, the current structure would not be capable of
awarding delegates proportionately to a large number of candidates.

One solution to this problem would be for both parties to shift to
awarding delegates on a statewide basis. Another possibility, if the cur-
rent system of district-based allocation remained in place, would be to
award delegates on a fractional basis or to expand significantly the
number of delegates awarded per district.

However, it might not be adequate to leave the campaigns fully in
charge of putting forward slates of delegates if brokered conventions
become more of a possibility. Campaigns have incentives to nominate
delegates who will be loyal to them. Thus, it might make sense to have
at least one delegate from each state party be the highest-ranking elected
official in that state from that party—the governor, for instance, or party
leader in the state senate. Elected officials with strong statewide sup-
port would have the greatest legitimacy in brokering the outcome of a
contested convention.

Such a convention would be comparable to a multiparty parliament
charged with forming a government. Delegates pledged to different can-
didates can be thought of as analogous to parties, with the candidates as
their effective leaders. Just as parties do when forming a coalition, the
delegates would negotiate—over platform language, policy priorities,
even the vice presidential slot. The presidential nominee would also be
subject to that kind of negotiation.

If contested conventions become more likely, then politicians will
adapt their strategies and choose delegations that are prepared to negoti-
ate. Currently, delegates are not selected for their capacity to negotiate
over such critical matters as the party’s nominees; nor do they necessar-
ily have the stature to play that role effectively. Delegates should be cho-
sen not merely for their loyalty to their candidate but for their fidelity to
the principles and priorities that their candidate campaigned on. Their
voters favored a candidate who articulated a particular vision of the party
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and the presidency, so they should represent that vision. At the same
time, the delegates should be prepared to negotiate and compromise with
their fellow delegates to best achieve that vision, just as members of
Congress negotiate and compromise with their fellow legislators.

Even if contested conventions were more likely, most cycles might
still end with a clear winner, as was common even before the McGovern-
Fraser reforms.* As the authors of The Party Decides: Presidential
Nominations Before and After Reform argue, political leaders often
throw their support behind a particular candidate, helping that candidate
win.*3 But such informal support is a crude and imprecise tool, usually
most effective when there is broad consensus within the party. When
there is not, a contested convention could occur.

The most significant hurdle would be convincing the public that
such an approach is legitimate. Since the 1980s, there has been little
doubt about the identity of the eventual nominee, and so conventions
have evolved into pageants. The idea that the nominee might not be
chosen on the first ballot is treated as an unusual and even undemoc-
ratic technicality.

Parties and news media should do more to explain the history of
conventions as decisionmaking institutions, as well as the benefits and
costs of selecting nominees in this manner. Representative democracy is
today’s model of democracy in the United States and throughout the
world. The current nomination system uses an unrepresentative aggre-
gation of votes, dominated by those voting in the early primary states. A
contested convention could be more representative and more democratic
than our current system for selecting party nominees.

Acceptance of Superdelegates

The so-called superdelegates that the Democratic Party has used in every
convention since 1984 (whose potential role has been a source of criti-
cism since 2008, including from within the party) can provide an ele-
ment of peer review in the nomination process. As it stands now in the
Democratic Party, every member of Congress, governor, and national
committeeperson is automatically a delegate to the nominating conven-
tion. In 2018, under pressure from the left wing of the Democratic Party,
the rule was changed to allow the automatic delegates a vote only on the
second ballot, if there was one. The rule was a compromise that kept the
party leaders at the convention but kept them from using their numbers
to overturn the will of primary voters—unless the will of these voters
was unclear enough to mean there was no first-ballot winner.
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But the core of the argument for automatic delegates is the element of
peer review.** Presumably, members of Congress and party leaders, many
of whom have worked with past presidents, would be sensitive to whether
or not the presidential aspirant had the gravitas and the talent in areas like
negotiation to actually do the job. No Republican member of Congress,
for instance, would have taken seriously Trump’s campaign pledge to
make Mexico pay for his border wall. Likewise, no Democratic member
of Congress would seriously believe that Marianne Williamson should be
the leader of their party with a veto over legislation.

But in the modern nominating system, the most experienced mem-
bers of the political class have been cut out of the nomination process
by two new rules. The first is the requirement that delegates be pledged
to a presidential candidate or uncommitted—and uncommitted never
wins a delegate in state primaries. (Many members simply don’t want to
endorse in an intraparty contest.) The second is the adoption of open
caucuses for the selection of delegates, which means that elected offi-
cials have to run against their constituents for delegate spots—so they
stay home instead.

On the Republican side, members of the Republican National Com-
mittee (RNC), including the critically important state chairs and vice
chairs, are automatic delegates and so don’t have to run against their
constituents. Still, they are bound to the candidate who wins their state.

Very few superdelegates in the current era see their role as upending
the judgment of voters in primaries. Rather, they see it as preventing
clearly unacceptable candidates from winning the nomination. Because
the nomination race takes place over a period of more than six months—
usually beginning with the Iowa caucuses in January and ending with the
conventions in the summer—candidates who look good at the outset may
turn out to have substantial problems by the end of the process. Imagine,
for example, if North Carolina senator John Edwards had done well in the
winter of 2008 and gone on to amass enough delegates to be the pre-
sumptive nominee that summer. News of his extramarital affair while his
wife was dying of cancer and that his mistress was pregnant could have
severely damaged his candidacy in this instance, potentially prompting
the party’s elected leaders to take up the task of finding a replacement and
nominating him or her at the convention.*

Superdelegates might or might not have kept Republicans from
nominating Trump in 2016. The base of the Republican Party was
clearly very angry and rejected more traditional candidates in primary
after primary.’® But more formal engagement of party figures in the
nomination process might have resulted in more support for the “Stop
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Trump” movement. He went into the convention with 306 delegates
more than he needed for the nomination—hardly an enormous margin.’’
And at the time of the convention, there were doubts about his elec-
tability. More than one Republican in Cleveland, the site of the conven-
tion, said they expected Hillary Clinton to win and saw Trump as “our
McGovern”—a reference to Senator George McGovern, who won the
Democratic nomination in 1972 against the judgment of party leaders
and went down to a resounding defeat in November.*® Republican sen-
ators, representatives, and governors might have resisted a Trump nom-
ination, but they were not even in attendance.

Preprimary Endorsement

Another option for injecting an element of peer review into the current
nomination process would be for each party to mandate a preprimary
endorsement of one or more candidates.’® In Massachusetts since the
1980s, Democrats have held an annual party convention, which, in elec-
tion years, endorses candidates for statewide office. A candidate who
does not receive at least 15 percent of the convention votes on the first
ballot is not eligible for placement on the primary ballot. The candidate
who wins the majority of votes is the endorsed candidate of the Demo-
cratic Party and has the first position on the primary ballot.*® This
process guarantees that candidates are at least minimally acceptable to
the local party leadership, and newcomers are regularly kept off the bal-
lot.*! The Massachusetts state courts concluded that the state’s primary
laws would violate the party’s constitutional rights unless this prepri-
mary nomination convention were permitted; in a 63 vote, the Supreme
Court dismissed the state’s appeal for lack of jurisdiction.*?

A national endorsing convention would give party officials and
activists a significant role in determining who could run for president
under the party’s banner, since potential candidates would have to cross a
threshold of support to be eligible for the ballot. As effective as this
method is for establishing some peer review in Massachusetts, however,
it would be extremely difficult to pull off on a national level. It would push
the presidential race to start even earlier than it does now, since delegates
would have to be elected in the year before the primaries were held.

Preprimary Vote of Confidence

A more feasible option, at least logistically, might be to have members of
Congress and the parties’ national committees give up their convention
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votes in exchange for a January session or sessions with the presidential
candidates that would allow them to drill the candidates (in private) and
then issue a vote of confidence or no confidence. Members could be
allowed to vote for more than one candidate and their role would sim-
ply be to let primary voters know what people in government think of
the capabilities of these candidates prior to the beginning of the nomi-
nation contests. As a further possibility for giving these endorsements
more effect, candidates not receiving a minimum share of votes—say 15
percent—in these forums could be barred from at least the early tele-
vised primary debates, which have become such an important part of the
primary process. But they could still get on ballots and try to compete
in the nominating contests.

The political “elites” would not make any final decisions—the vot-
ers would still do that—but they would give voters answers to two
important questions. First, are the candidates knowledgeable and expe-
rienced enough to have the judgment to do the job of president? Second,
are they in line with the general philosophy of the Democratic or
Republican Party?

A version of this process is already in place in California. There, the
major parties adapted to the switch to a nonpartisan “top-two” election
system by issuing preprimary endorsements to signal their preferred
candidates to voters. This has been shown to have a real effect on vot-
ers, with endorsed candidates receiving a roughly ten-point advantage
over nonendorsed candidates.* Partisan voters hear their party’s signal
and will respond to it.

While pizza executives with no government experience, reality tel-
evision stars, and spiritual advisors may fulfill the ballot requirements
to run in the primaries, the party electorate could at least be formally
forewarned, and some people might vote accordingly. By forcing
would-be presidents to appear before the people they would need to
work with if elected, a preprimary vote of confidence could add some
element of peer review to the process.

National Party Administration of
Presidential Primary Debates

Historically, primary debates were organized and negotiated directly
between media organizations and candidates’ campaigns. Over time,
however, the growing proliferation of unregulated debates proved
unsustainable for candidates and their campaigns. The national parties
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recognized that they needed to regulate the primary debate process and,
beginning with the 2016 presidential election cycle, have increasingly
stood in to negotiate with media sponsors on behalf of their candi-
dates.** Yet outsourcing to the media such key debate components as
who will moderate, which candidates will participate (usually based on
the media’s small-sample polls), and the debate format has led to frus-
trations for candidates and voters alike. In addition, as media audiences
have segmented and declined, the slice of the electorate reached by such
debates has been limited to the media sponsor’s audience.

At the same time, Democrats and Republicans have also had to
devise approaches for managing large fields of candidates. Neither of
these problems—excessive demand for debates and large fields of
candidates—is likely to disappear.

In light of these developments, the national parties should directly
host the primary debates. In other words, they should take full control
of organizing, producing, and disseminating them. In so doing, the par-
ties can act in the best interests of their candidates and voters to build a
primary debate process that addresses concerns about timing, sequence,
content, locations, and fair moderation, rather than relying on media and
other organizations that often have different incentives than those of the
candidates and parties in hosting these events.

What’s Wrong with the Current System?

Under the current system, parties outsource to the media all facets of
debates, from topics discussed, to polling that determines which candi-
dates are allowed to participate, to the selection of moderators. Yet the
primary incentive of media outlets is commercial, not improving the
quality of the candidates or advancing their party.

A constant concern for primary campaigns and their parties has
been the role of debate moderators. As part of the traditional bargain,
the sponsoring media outlet gets to have its talent moderate the primary
debate. The incentive for media is to create “buzz,” which has often
resulted in “gotcha questions” on subjects of little relevance to the par-
ties’ primary voters.*> On occasion, moderators effectively serve as
opposition researchers for the opposing party.*®

Furthermore, the audience for primary debates is typically restricted
to the sponsoring media entity’s audience (and perhaps that of a part-
ner or two), thereby limiting its reach. The current model of relying on
one principal media outlet to run each debate thus misses an important



240  Richard H. Pildes and Frances Lee

opportunity for the political parties to help their candidates reach
more people.

Primary debates are vitally important forums. In terms of informing
voters and shaping their impressions, they matter much more than gen-
eral election debates. Primary debates increase issue knowledge, influ-
ence perceptions of candidates’ character, and can affect voter prefer-
ences.?’ Since parties remain neutral in open-seat presidential primaries,
voters do not have the most important heuristic for determining their
vote choice. So primary debates are an opportunity for voters to com-
pare candidates, see what issues and stances they emphasize, and gauge
whom they’re comfortable with. A process this vital for parties, candi-
dates, voters, and the political system as a whole should be handled
directly by the parties, the entities with the strongest motivation to
ensure that the process serves their candidates and voters.

An enhanced party role in the debates could help reverse the par-
ties’ loss of leverage in their historic role as candidate gatekeepers.
With the current campaign finance system and online environment
allowing for easy political organization, parties are weak, if not pow-
erless, when it comes to deciding who becomes a presidential candi-
date. Unless and until they become strong enough to play a bigger role
in this process, they should assume greater responsibility for managing
primary debates.

Why Would Parties Do a Better Job?

Although national party organizations have seen their influence decline
in the last twenty years, they maintain relevance through their role as
rule setters for their presidential nominations processes. While no
longer a force in shaping which and how many candidates can enter the
field, the parties have assumed an increasingly central role, through
their management of presidential primary debates. This is a positive
development in that the parties should have stronger incentives than
other actors to ensure that the nominating process serves the interests of
their party’s candidates, voters, and aligned constituencies.

The national parties are, at least in theory, the only organizations
incentivized to ensure a debate process that is fair to their candidates
and focused on the issues and concerns that their party’s voters and
aligned interests care about most. By contrast, media organizations,
the current sponsors of the primary debates, naturally care primarily
about their share in a fiercely competitive market for viewers and



Presidential Nominations 241

advertisers and are often perceived by party loyalists as having their
own partisan agendas.*8

Unlike for-profit media organizations, parties stand in a good position
to ensure that the debates focus on issues relevant to primary voters and
to what presidents actually do, rather than on hot-button issues designed
to elicit controversy. It is problematic when primary debates focus on
matters that are peripheral to the president’s job description. Education,
for example, is primarily a state and local responsibility, in which the fed-
eral government has only a relatively limited role. Meanwhile, foreign
policy takes up a large share of a president’s work every day.

To better inform voters, the issue agenda of primary debates should
steer toward what presidents actually do and issues of concern to the
party’s primary voters. Party-organized primary debates can be con-
ducted with more seriousness of purpose than debates held with an eye
toward audience ratings, which may feature silly questions.*

There are clear precedents for the parties assuming a more central
role in primary debates. Parties have been moving in that direction over
the past decade. The Republican National Committee moved to assert
greater control over primary debates after 2012, as part of its postelec-
tion “autopsy.” The RNC’s review found that the primary process before
2012 did not well serve the party’s candidates or their campaigns
because it featured too many debates, which hinged more on gaffes,
one-liners, and “gotcha moments” than on discussion of issues.’® More-
over, those debates, as well as forums sponsored by Republican-affili-
ated interest groups, were often announced on such short notice that
preexisting campaign plans and strategies had to be interrupted.

Embracing an even stronger and more innovative role in managing
primary debates would be one way for the parties to reverse their
declining influence in the political process without becoming mired in
populist controversies such as the one over superdelegates.

As a general matter, having the parties themselves in sole charge of
the debates would enhance both the content of the debates and the
strength of the parties. The debates would be run by organizations
whose mission is the success of their candidates rather than by entities
with different, sometimes contrary interests. Specifically, the parties’
producing and disseminating the debates would mean the following:

* The potential for a vastly increased audience

* Moderators with an incentive to ask questions relevant to the
party’s voters rather than “gotcha” questions to enhance media
moderators’ ratings and reputations



242  Richard H. Pildes and Frances Lee

* The ability to employ formats more conducive to meaningful and
fair debate and to select locations that mirror the party’s political
priorities

* More control of the criteria used to determine which candidates
can participate, rather than outsourcing such decisions to small-
sample media organization polls

 Fund-raising opportunities to solicit contributions for putting on
the debates

What Can the Parties Do?

Today’s parties obviously need to be prepared for large fields of candi-
dates, since there is every reason to expect large fields to remain the
norm for presidential nomination contests not featuring an incumbent
seeking renomination. Parties should embrace this reality and exercise a
gatekeeping function through the use of debates to ensure a suitable but
not overly inclusive process. By taking full control of administering the
debates, the parties can enhance their own role, help their candidates
reach more people, and provide better information to primary voters.

1. Audience size: Producing the primary debates would allow par-
ties to take advantage of today’s media technology, making the debates
freely available on many more pathways than a lone major cable or
broadcast network. Parties could stream the debates online directly and
make the feed available at no cost to all interested national and local
media organizations, issue organizations, and the public through a flat,
universal, and open feed developed according to predefined, public
technical standards. Giving access to all kinds of content providers in
today’s fragmented media landscape would allow the parties to reach
much wider audiences than the current model of partnering with only
one primary broadcast network or cable outlet.

2. Moderators: By organizing the debates themselves, parties would
be empowered to select moderators who do not depend on ratings for
their livelihoods. They could choose from a wider array of suitable
moderators, including party leaders, retired judges or public officials,
academics, or other subject matter experts, who could ask questions
curated from supporters and reporters. Compared to networks’ star jour-
nalists, such moderators would be likely to play a less domineering role
in the debates, instead allowing for more direct exchanges between the
candidates about subjects relevant to primary voters. Rather than tak-
ing responsibility for follow-ups, a moderator might ask an initial ques-
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tion and then keep time while relying on other candidates to raise the
issues of greatest relevance or highlight contrasts among the presiden-
tial aspirants. Parties are also better positioned to insist on impartiality
when conducting debates, reducing the likelihood that candidates will
be asked questions deliberately designed to embarrass (often referred to
as “when did you stop beating your wife?”” questions).

In addition, the parties will be able to demand that moderators
reflect the concerns and priorities of the party’s electorate as they pose
questions. It is entirely appropriate to expect that moderators remem-
ber that they are conducting a debate for a party nomination, not a gen-
eral election. Parties do not need to apologize for the fact that their vot-
ers have priorities and concerns that differ from those of the national
media and the electorate at large, and it is appropriate for them to
choose moderators accordingly.

3. Selecting debate participants: In addition to providing a
stronger gatekeeping function in the debates, the parties should
reassess their criteria for determining who gets on the debate stage.
For instance, the Republican Party’s two main criteria for joining the
2024 debates—media polls and number of donors—both have serious
flaws as currently implemented.>!

In regulating access to the debate stage, parties should be cautious
about relying on small-donor counts. A growing body of research sug-
gests that the techniques necessary to succeed in small-donor fund-raising
encourage grandstanding and extreme rhetoric and behavior.’> A long list
of small donors is also obviously something that candidates with suffi-
cient financial resources can purchase. Expenditures purely aimed at
meeting a threshold number of donors from around the country for debate
participation are counterproductive for campaigns’ broader purposes of
gaining votes in specific states to win primaries. Parties lose credibility
by deliberately encouraging this kind of pointless gamesmanship.**

While polls are clearly relevant in ascertaining candidate viability,
the current reliance on media polls presents some challenges. In effect,
the parties are outsourcing the determination of which of their candi-
dates are viable to entities they (especially Republicans) accuse of being
biased against them. In addition, the number of people polled is so
small that admission to the debate stage can hinge on whether or not a
handful of people answer their phones or turn on their computers in
states that will not be relevant to picking the nominee.

In an attempt to address this problem, the RNC in 2023 issued rules
requiring that candidates show at least 1 percent support in polls that
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include at least 800 likely Republican primary voters or caucus-goers
(up from 500-person samples in 2020).>* But this still leaves three major
problems. First, a 1 percent threshold falls well within the margin of
error of any media poll, such that random sampling error will determine
which of the candidates at very low levels of support meet the thresh-
old. Second, exceedingly few media polls meet the requirement of
including 800 likely Republican primary voters or caucus-goers.>
Third, media polls do not release the states in which their respondents
reside, meaning that in a nationwide poll, larger states, which may not
be relevant to that party’s primary, exert an outsize influence.*®

At minimum, parties should consider doing their own polls with
larger sample sizes instead of relying on media entities. Short of doing
that, however, they will need to be realistic about the standards they set
for polls conducted (and financed) by other organizations.

Numbers of donors and polling results are not the only indicators
that can be used to assess candidate viability, moreover. Other indica-
tors could include the number of states in which candidates have estab-
lished working campaign headquarters and visible organizations, as
well as the number of campaign staffers reported on their Federal Elec-
tion Commission reports. In addition, it should not be off limits for par-
ties to consider the total amount of campaign funds that candidates have
raised, even though it would be inadvisable to set a firm benchmark.
More controversial but highly relevant in today’s campaigns would be
taking into account the strength of third-party support for a candidate,
such as supportive super political action committees and other aligned
outside groups like 501(c)(4)s.

As they design their debate-inclusion criteria, parties should think
long term by aiming to set up processes that can accumulate legitimacy
over time. Obviously, no party organization can bind itself into the
future. But parties should seek to develop primary debate rules that they
can live with and that can accumulate legitimacy by enduring across
multiple cycles.

4. Fund-raising opportunity: By putting on debates, parties would
create an opportunity to solicit contributions for a “debate fund” to pay
for the events. The current primary debate structure has not evolved from
its concept of twenty-five years ago to take into account the changed
fund-raising status of the political parties. In the 2019-2020 cycle, the
RNC raised $890,495,917, and the Democratic National Convention
raised $490,635,675, sufficient funds to cover the costs of the debates.

5. Maximizing debate locations: Debate locations and venues are
now a matter of negotiation between the parties and the media sponsors.
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By producing the debates themselves, the parties alone could decide the
locations. As a lower-cost alternative to going to multiple states, the
parties could rent out sound studios in central locations, use them for
multiple primary debates with different signage and state party spon-
sors, and organize multiple watch parties in each of the “host” states.
And, given the tradition of hosting debates in each of the pre-March
states, the parties could hold debates in each of these early states and
then use the central location for debates once multiple states start vot-
ing on the same days.

6. Formats: There is clearly a ceiling on the number of candidates
who can meaningfully debate on a stage simultaneously. Parties should
not hesitate, especially early in the primary process, to use multiple
debate stages, even using random groupings of candidates rather than a
“main stage” and an “undercard” one. Even so, there is a limit to the
number of candidates a party can usefully and appropriately include.

By taking direct control of primary debates, parties can experiment
with different formats. They can likewise regulate the terms of the
debate, restricting audience participation and applause, so that the focus
is on the candidates themselves rather than on the reaction of attendees
who may or may not be representative of the party’s broader electorate.

Conclusion

By managing the primary debates in a manner that voters and candi-
dates respect as fair, appropriately inclusive, and focused on issues that
matter to their voters, the parties can both enhance their relevance and
shape one of the most important aspects of the primary nominating
process. We encourage parties to build on the expanded role they have
played in recent cycles to make this vital aspect of the presidential nom-
inating process function better.
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Ray La Raja

In this chapter we offer recommendations about how to attenuate
political extremism by reforming the campaign financing system. We root
our insights in scholarly research and an informed understanding of cam-
paign dynamics in the United States. Yet we approach the question of
reform with intellectual humility, because the campaign finance system
interacts in complicated ways with the broader electoral and political sys-
tems. Moreover, regulating money in politics touches on core questions of
free speech and association, which are essential to a vibrant democracy.
All these considerations elevate the challenge of trying to parse how
specific reforms might affect politics. Campaign finance reform has a
long history of unintended consequences. One does not need to be an
expert to see that previous well-intentioned reforms have not kept “big
money” out of politics but rather shifted where it flows. In various ways,
these reforms have sometimes exacerbated problems of weak accounta-
bility, unfairness in access to campaign funds, and partisan polarization.!
Despite our caution, however, we understand the perils of not engag-
ing in a clear-eyed assessment of pathologies in the campaign finance
system and how we might mitigate them. We want to be clear that our
focus here is on the relationship between political extremism and the
campaign finance system, although we acknowledge there are broader
issues involved with money in politics that we do not fully address.

Rob Boatright, Brandice Canes-Wrone, Lee Drutman, Erika Franklin Fowler, Ben
Ginsberg, Jake Grumbach, Nolan McCarty, Rick Pildes, Lynda Powell, and Brad
Smith contributed substantially to this chapter.
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These include, among others, concerns that civic activity involving polit-
ical contributions tends to bias participation toward wealthier citizens.

We make our appraisals at a time when the dynamics of campaign
finance are in great flux. The intensity of partisanship, the legal land-
scape, and technologies have changed considerably in the past two
decades. New internet platforms have lowered the barriers to entry for
millions of small donors, while the changing legal environment makes
it easier for a small group of wealthy Americans to donate large sums to
organizations such as super political action committees (PACs), which
played a minimal role in election campaigns less than two decades ago.

Fortunately, we have a foundation of research findings about cam-
paign finance that helps us understand several dynamics related to
political extremism. We review them here, connect them to our recom-
mendations, and offer areas for continued research. As part of our
effort, we also identify reforms we do not endorse because we believe
they are unlikely to address the problems of political extremism and
could quite possibly make them worse or create problems in other
aspects of American democracy.

We address political extremism in two senses. In the first instance,
we see extremism in the uncivil and illiberal behavior of candidates and
other political actors who undermine the rule of law and democratic
norms. As elaborated by scholars Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt,
such norms include mutual toleration (when competing parties accept one
another as legitimate rivals) and forbearance (when politicians exercise
restraint in deploying their institutional prerogatives and avoid “constitu-
tional hardball”).? So, for example, claims by members of either party that
the duly elected president of a rival party has been elected fraudulently
and is illegitimate would violate a norm of mutual toleration.’ In a simi-
lar way, efforts by either party to use the law or institutional prerogatives
in ways that might be legal but violate their spirit, including attempting to
“pack” the Supreme Court or refusing to approve a president’s judicial or
cabinet nominations, would flout a norm of forbearance.

In the second instance, we see extremism as the ideological distanc-
ing—often called polarization—Dbetween the two major parties, particu-
larly among elected officials and activists. Our concern here is that the
widening gap in preferences between the two parties may reduce the sys-
tem’s capacity for negotiation and compromise, with deleterious conse-
quences for governance. A related aspect of polarization is affective—
an intense dislike of the other side. We consider affective polarization
under the domain of behavioral extremism when politicians encourage
demonization or question the legitimacy of the rival party, which inten-
sifies such attitudes among the electorate.
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A third normative consideration is political representation. This
includes a democratic goal of widespread and equal participation, with
political inputs from a representative set of citizens, under the assump-
tion that such inputs will lead to a fairer and more representative distri-
bution of outputs. Some of our proposals address this important con-
cern, but again, we focus primarily on the first two considerations of
behavioral and ideological extremism.

Furthermore, our proposals lean toward reforms with a realistic
prospect of adoption based on the views of the public and strategic con-
siderations of partisan leaders. We feel the need to propose reforms that
have a chance of passage rather than simply staking out bold positions.
The public tends to want populist reforms, which appear to have the
virtue of giving more power to average Americans. When closely scru-
tinized, however, such reforms sometimes have the potential to under-
mine key democratic values, institutions, and constitutional principles.
Meanwhile, politicians and party leaders have their own strategic con-
siderations, which make finding common ground exceedingly difficult.
We therefore focus on proposals that could plausibly attract bipartisan
support, which, at least at the national level, would be required for any
successful legislation.

We also want to be clear that adjusting campaign finance laws is
unlikely to have a major impact on mitigating the two kinds of extrem-
ism. The dynamics of extremism are complex, and campaign finance is
but one structural element among many that could be contributing to
them. Additionally, our recommendations are targeted at attenuating
extremist sources of funding, but the causality of extremism may run
as much from candidates to donors as from donors to candidates. Can-
didates mobilize extremist donors when the context incentivizes them
to do so.* This means that our recommended changes to the campaign
finance system should be considered as part of a package of reforms
suggested by our task force in the other chapters of this book. Our
goals in this chapter are to explain how the current system for financ-
ing politics may be supporting political extremism, offer recommenda-
tions to mitigate extremism through campaign finance reforms, and
identify future research avenues that may help us better understand
these dynamics.

General Trends

The amount of money in federal elections has risen steadily over the past
two decades, spurred primarily by the activity of independent groups.’
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In presidential elections, we have seen a rapid rise in fund-raising and
spending, both by candidate campaigns and independent groups, which
accompanied the demise of the public financing system. In congres-
sional elections, candidate financing has shifted toward a reliance on
individual ideological donors and super PACs relative to traditional
PACs and political parties.® In the most competitive elections, a small
number of wealthy individual donors have funneled large sums to inde-
pendent spending organizations such as super PACs.’

Beyond super PACs, another set of groups, often organized as
501(c)(4)s, participates in elections without having to report the names
of donors or file reports with the Federal Election Commission (FEC).
Although public corporations did not appear to take advantage of a
landmark judicial decision rendered in Citizens United v. Federal Elec-
tion Commission to finance their own super PACs, it is unclear to what
extent they might be donating to these kinds of organizations through
intermediaries.® It appears that super PACs and 501(c)(4)s are funded
primarily by individual wealthy ideologues and private corporations
associated with them.’ But we do not know the full extent of contribu-
tions or where they originate. Additionally, campaigns rely increasingly
on the internet, especially social media, to raise money from intensely
loyal and ideological partisans, particularly using platforms such as Act-
Blue for Democratic or liberal causes and WinRed for Republican or
conservative causes.

Generally, we have observed a sharp increase in money from
sources beyond the traditional gatekeepers: political parties, tradi-
tional PACs, and partisan bundlers of contributions. While such gate-
keepers continue to play a key role, there has been a consequential
shift toward super PACs, 501(c)(4)s, and individual donors (including
small donors), many of whom are mobilized by media-savvy candi-
dates and various ideological groups with support from the partisan
media. These emergent funding sources are often allied with elements
of the “old” system. Party leaders, for example, exploit the use of
super PACs. Nonetheless, there is a scholarly consensus that politi-
cians now rely more heavily on ideological sources of money than on
the traditional PAC system of “access” givers.! Previous reforms
aimed at limiting the influence of wealthy donors have shifted who
donates money and engages in political organizing, restricting contri-
butions from some kinds of actors and, in conjunction with techno-
logical and judicial changes, expanding contributions from others.
Some believe these reforms have also risked imposing constitutional
burdens on citizens’ free speech and association.!!
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How the Campaign Finance System Contributes to
Political Extremism

The money flowing into American politics likely contributes to political
extremism because its sources are increasingly ideological and weakly
mediated by long-standing institutions such as political parties and
PACs. The reasons behind this are complex. One driver is certainly the
design of campaign finance laws, which privilege private financing by
individual donors, who tend to be highly ideological, over institutional
donors like parties and business-oriented PACs that tend to seek prag-
matic goals.'? Additionally, new technologies—widespread cable televi-
sion, the internet, social media, and associated fund-raising platforms—
contribute to the nationalization of political financing by helping to
channel money from ideological and even illiberal sources around the
country. All of this fund-raising from ideologically extreme sources
takes place in the wider ecosystem of US politics, which includes a
highly polarized party system with unstable majorities, elevating the
stakes significantly for partisan loyalists.!?

The following dynamics appear to contribute to polarization and
behavioral extremism.

Political donors tend to be more extreme than rank-and-file partisans.
Research shows clearly that individual donors exist largely at the ideo-
logical poles of the electorate, favoring policies that are more extreme
than rank-and-file partisans.'* Figure 7.1 shows the percentage of parti-
sans who consider themselves strongly ideological. It illustrates over sev-
eral election cycles that donors are consistently more likely to say they
are strongly liberal or strongly conservative than fellow partisans who do
not make contributions. This dynamic holds true for both large and small
donors." Several studies also show that individual donors do not simply
self-identify as more extreme but in fact hold more extreme and intense
policy preferences than the typical voter who affiliates with either party.'

Additionally, individual donors tend to favor more ideologically
extreme candidates when making contributions and to support candi-
dates who share their policy positions.!” Such findings are particularly
salient for activists affiliated with advocacy groups.'® At the same time,
politicians are strategic in mobilizing the most ideologically extreme
donors in different contexts."

Donors are also less demographically diverse than the broader elec-
torate. They are older, wealthier, and more educated than those who do
not contribute.?’ Younger Americans and racial minorities are highly
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underrepresented in campaign finance,?! as are women, although the gap
appears to be closing.?? It is possible that the polarizing dynamics of
money, the inequalities it tends to support,” and the growing public cyn-
icism about campaign finance fuel populism, setting the stage for the
entry of norm-breaking candidates. When this dynamic is accompanied
by a fragmentation of campaign actors and a weakening of traditional
gatekeepers in financing politics, nonmainstream candidates, including
norm-breaking ones, may find an even larger electoral opening.?*

Figure 7.1
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Political extremists have access to a national population of donors.
American politics has become increasingly nationalized, with Ameri-
cans more engaged with politics and issues in the nation’s capital than
in their states and localities.”® This dynamic incentivizes candidates for
Congress to market themselves nationally to donors, which in turn may
reinforce nationalization. In the decade from 2012 to 2022, the average
percentage of money coming from inside a congressional district
declined from 37 to 26 percent.?® As Figure 7.2 illustrates, the share of
donations coming from within the state of House races also declined
significantly, from 81 percent in 1998 to 62 percent in 2022. In the
Senate, where out-of-state donations have generally been more com-
mon, the changes have been more variable, but the trend shows a clear
decline of in-state contributions. These out-of-district and out-of-state
donors benefit from a form of surrogate representation since they lack
a geographic connection to a candidate.?’

Research shows that out-of-district donors are motivated primarily
by partisanship and ideology. Donors seek to influence close electoral

Figure 7.2 Percentage of Money In-State
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contests and tip the scales toward their favored candidate with funds.?®
The intense partisanship and strong ideology of many donors can pose
challenges to democratic norms. More extreme partisans and ideo-
logues, who are disproportionately reflected among donors, appear less
supportive of constitutional protections when their party holds power.?
The most extreme among them have rejected the legitimacy of their
opponents and the outcome of elections.?®

A relevant question is whether out-of-district donors influence rep-
resentatives’ policy decisions and other behaviors. Out-of-district donors
are more ideologically extreme than legislators’ constituents,*' includ-
ing in-district donors.?? Even accounting for strong partisan voting in the
House, members—particularly from safe districts—appear responsive to
the preferences of the national donor base, and their responsiveness
increases as they become more reliant on such donors.* These dynam-
ics have important implications for American democracy: out-of-district
contributions tend to reduce geographic representation, shifting candi-
dates in the direction of the preferences of a national pool of donors.>* It
is not entirely clear whether these shifts result from a selection effect—
when candidates emerge that reflect the views of donors—or an adapta-
tion effect—when candidates alter their ideological positions to align
with those of their benefactors. Recent research suggests both effects
may be at play.’* Regardless, the increasing nationalization of fund-rais-
ing potentially affects political representation, party polarization, and
opportunities for norm-breaking candidates.*¢

While nationalized fund-raising is not new for members of Congress,
it has been turbocharged by a changing media environment. The growth
of partisan cable news, social media, and internet-based campaigning
have provided abundant information for ardent partisans about congres-
sional and statewide races, favoring norm-breaking extremists and ideo-
logues.”” At the same time, giving money has never been easier with new
platforms, such as ActBlue and WinRed, enabling contributors to enter
credit card information and make repeated donations. The urge to donate
comes quickly to loyal partisans who follow politics like sports fans.®
And politicians have learned that eliciting emotional responses through
symbolic acts and statements can unleash a cascade of contributions from
a national audience of ideological extremists and illiberal donors. Repre-
sentative Ilhan Omar, a Democrat from Minnesota, raised $832,000 in the
first quarter of 2019 after drawing fire for invoking anti-Semitic tropes
about US politicians’ support for Israel.** In 2009, Representative Joe
Wilson, a Republican from South Carolina, shouted. “You lie!” during
President Barack Obama’s speech to a joint session of Congress. Wilson



Campaign Finance 259

was formally rebuked by the House for his outburst, but he later netted
more than $2.7 million from donors around the country.*

Other politicians observe these dynamics and try to market them-
selves by getting national attention. Since the media have incentives to
cover novelty and norm breaking—and evidence shows they do feature
extremists in US House races—we are likely to see politicians engage
in highly partisan and norm-breaking behaviors to raise money, espe-
cially from small donors whose contributions are less mediated by tra-
ditional party networks.*!

To give a sense of who benefits most from small donations, Table
7.1 lists the top ten recipients in the 117th Congress (from January
2021 to January 2023). Ideology was not the only driver of contribu-
tions for this group, but it certainly appeared to be relevant. Except for
the party leaders, these politicians tended to belong to caucuses that
sparred with the establishment and centrist wings of their parties,
often invoking populist, anti-institutionalist themes in their public
statements and campaigns.

All of them had prominent national profiles based on being perceived
as combative partisans or factional leaders. This included the party lead-
ers at the time, Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Minority Leader Kevin
McCarthy, although they both relied heavily on large contributions as
well. There was also Representative Adam Schiff, who led impeachment
investigations against President Donald Trump, and Representative Katie
Porter, cofounder of the “End Corruption Caucus” (both are running as
Democrats for the US Senate in California in 2024).%

Table 7.1 Top Small-Donor Fund-Raisers, US House Election, 2022

Total Small Percentage of

Rank Candidate Party Donors (millions)  Small Donors
1 Katie Porter D $14.30 56
2 Adam Schiff D $14.20 57
3 Marcus Flowers D $13.30 80
4 Nancy Pelosi D $12.30 49
5 Kevin McCarthy R $10.30 38
6 Marjorie Taylor Greene R $8.60 68
7 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez D $8.30 68
8 Jim Jordan R $8.10 58
9 Dan Crenshaw R $7.50 49
10 Matt Gaetz R $4.00 62

Source: OpenSecrets.
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Since entering office in 2019, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez, a Democrat from New York, has been an extraordinary small-
donor fundraiser, relying on a massive social media following and adopt-
ing a public-facing activist approach to her role as legislator. Like
Ocasio-Cortez, Representative Dan Crenshaw, a Republican former
Navy SEAL from Texas, has attracted a younger following and been
savvy in gaining a national audience by appearing on Saturday Night
Live and building an enormous social media following.** Representatives
Jim Jordan and Marjorie Taylor Greene are among the most conservative
members of Congress. Along with Representative Matt Gaetz, they are
viewed nationally as provocative factional leaders, often pursuing con-
troversial tactics against the rival party, as well as members of their own
party. And finally, there is Marcus Flowers, a relatively unknown figure
until he chose to run against Greene in Georgia’s 14th District, which
helped him bring in more small donations than even Pelosi, thanks to
Democratic ire toward the incumbent.

With a nationalized pool of donors easily accessible, candidates can
gain attention by staking out polarizing, noncentrist positions to appeal to
strong partisans who intensely dislike the rival party, as well as ideologi-
cal donors who are well to the flanks of rank-and-file partisans on issues.
It literally pays to differentiate oneself to gain attention and secure funds
from interest groups and individual donors around the country.

Politicians rely increasingly on individual rather than institutional donors.
Contributions from extreme donors have been increasing relative to
contributions from donors who tend to give to less divisive (and gener-
ally more experienced) incumbents in Congress. This dynamic reflects
a shift from more established institutional donors—political parties and
traditional PACs—toward individual donors and independent spending
organizations, which have mushroomed in the past two decades.

We believe these changes have implications for political extrem-
ism. As noted above, individual donors tend to be motivated by parti-
san loyalty and ideological commitments, benefiting the most com-
bative, attention-seeking politicians. These donors constitute the most
ideological sources of financing; the most extreme among them are
open to supporting illiberal behaviors by officeholders to advance
their partisan goals. By contrast, most institutional donors tend to
direct money toward more pragmatic candidates and experienced leg-
islators.* Traditional business-oriented PACs are most likely to back
experienced legislators, although this means full-throated support for
incumbents rather than challengers.*
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There is an obvious trade-off between privileging individual donors
over nonparty institutional donors. Individual donors, for example, are
more inclined to support ideologues and challengers, including anti-
establishment candidates, because they wish to move Congress closer
into alignment with their views. In contrast, most traditional PACs tend
to support incumbents in both parties, because they favor the status quo
and having access to officeholders.*® These PACs, most of which are
oriented toward economic issues, are especially likely to support incum-
bents in key positions in Congress who are effective at achieving policy
outcomes they favor.*’ This kind of access-oriented influence over eco-
nomic issues can produce rents for donors and policy that is out step
with the desires of the American public. However, access-oriented
groups have generally not supported highly extreme or ideological can-
didates. Recent research shows that Republican members who relied
more on business PACs than on individual donors were less likely than
Republican members with the opposite funding breakdown to object to
counting electors on January 6, 2021.*® The reason for PAC support of
institutionalists in Congress likely has less to do with being pro-democ-
racy than with favoring access and stability over uncertainty.

Of all the groups supporting candidates, political parties are the best
positioned to advance the prospects of relatively moderate politicians.
Political parties seek majorities in Congress, which means they will
want to contribute to those who have the highest odds of winning—the
ones closest to the median voter rather than ideologues.*® And unlike
traditional PACs, political parties pursuing majorities in legislatures
have strong incentives to support challengers to defeat incumbents from
the other party and win more seats.’® Moreover, research shows that the
network of donors affiliated with political parties may boost the
prospects of women candidates, as well as racial and ethnic minorities,
since parties are likely to use their donor networks to support these can-
didates as much as white and male ones.’! On balance, we believe party
organizations play an important role in generating positive system out-
comes, including by channeling donations to pragmatists, challengers,
and women and minority candidates.

Disconcertingly, at the federal level, we see a clear shift toward
ideological donors and away from traditional organizational donors.
Figure 7.3 shows aggregate campaign contributions to congressional
candidates between 1980 and 2020 from both individual and organiza-
tional sources. Since many proposed reforms seek to increase the
importance of small donors (giving $200 or less to a candidate), we
plot them separately from large donors. Since 2008, the amount of
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Figure 7.3 Sources of Funding, 1980-2020
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money coming from small donors has risen slowly, before exploding in
2018 and again in 2020, when it reached more than $1.2 billion (fig-
ures are adjusted for 2020 dollars).>?

Large donations to candidates had been increasing rapidly since the
1990s, during a lengthy period when majority control over Congress
became highly contested and unstable, thereby raising the electoral
stakes considerably. The incentives for partisans and ideologues to give
money only increased as the parties became more distinctive and polar-
ized with their policy agendas. Note the sharp increase in 2004, follow-
ing the passage in 2002 of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act
(BCRA), a major piece of reform legislation that doubled the amount
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individuals could give from $1,000 to $2,000 per election. It may appear
surprising, given the stakes, that in the past four election cycles the con-
tributions from large donors have remained relatively flat. One reason
for this is that the very largest donors have been giving money to inde-
pendent spending organizations, which have no limits on contributions.

Turning to organizational funding, party committee support for con-
gressional candidates was relatively flat between 2006 and 2018, hov-
ering under $300 million and then increasing to $435 million in 2020.
When party organizations were banned from using soft money in 2002
(not shown in this figure), they turned to independent spending in 2004,
which allowed them to increase their support for candidates. Parties also
relied heavily on allied super PACs (see below), often managed by con-
sultants who previously worked for the party or its candidates. The
comparison between party support for candidates and individual donor
support is critical for our analysis of extremism. Since parties are more
likely than other funders to make contributions in ways that support
moderation and electoral competitiveness,> it follows that reducing the
role of political parties in financing elections means that money is less
likely to flow toward pro-institution candidates and challengers seek-
ing to hold incumbents accountable.

With respect to traditional PACs, Figure 7.3 shows that like parties,
these entities have been falling behind large individual donors, and their
contributions have reached a plateau at approximately $500 million.
Importantly, the sums given by large individual donors and traditional
PACs started to diverge in the early 1990s, and PAC contributions have
remained mostly flat since 2008. The passage of the BCRA in 2002 did
not increase the size limit for PAC contributions, as it did for individual
contributions, or allow for inflationary adjustments, so any increases in
PAC contributions have taken place within the limits of the original 1974
laws. As a result, a PAC contribution limit of $5,000 in 1976 would need
to have been raised to $22,743 to have the same value in the 2020 elec-
tion. Put differently, the relative value of a maximum PAC donation
today is less than one-fifth what it was when these limits were instituted.

In the years after the BCRA reforms to the campaign finance system,
partisans experimented with new funding vehicles that would avoid the
restrictions on PACs and political parties. Two judicial decisions clari-
fied that groups could raise and spend independently without limits,
paving the way for the rise of super PACs—so named because of their
financing clout (see more details on super PACs and the court decisions
below). Figure 7.3 shows the extraordinary spike in nonparty independ-
ent spending, mostly from super PACs. In 2008, the year before the two
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court decisions, independent spending amounted to just $47 million. By
the 2020 election, it stood at almost $1.67 billion, a more than thirty-
five-fold increase.

Unlike traditional PACs, super PACs cannot contribute directly to
candidates. Rather than advancing an access-oriented strategy, super
PACs appear to follow an electoral strategy: devoting resources to elect-
ing candidates in competitive races to influence the composition of gov-
ernment.>* Some super PACs behave like political parties, supporting
either a single candidate or a host of partisan candidates to assist one
of the two major parties.>> Nonetheless, many of these organizations,
particularly on the Republican side, compete with official party organi-
zations over resources and political talent. The sponsors of these organ-
ization may have different issue agendas and priorities than party offi-
cials and are not widely recognized by the American public.’® Other
super PACs and nonparty groups are highly ideological, pushing narrow
agendas in support of their particular issues. In fact, party committees
have become diminished actors in the campaign environment, compet-
ing with an array of lightly regulated single-issue groups that lack the
accountability of parties because they are neither transparent nor rooted
in institutions of government.>’

Independent spending has become a routine part of campaign finance.
Perhaps the most significant change in the fund-raising landscape is the
increasing importance of independent spending committees. These com-
mittees can raise and spend unlimited sums so long as they do not coor-
dinate directly with candidates or political parties. Surrogates for the
candidates and various other supporters raise funds for these groups,
typically from wealthy individuals and organizations. The use of inde-
pendent spending committees has become a standard part of the cam-
paign repertoire, and our task force has concerns about the increased
flow of money into these kinds of nontraditional and opaque channels,
which may undermine political accountability and weaken the gate-
keepers who have traditionally made it more difficult for norm-breaking
candidates to gain electoral traction.>®

Independent campaigns have always existed in US elections, but
their salience has increased considerably.® This is due to a combination
of legal restrictions on the size of donations to candidates and political
parties, including those enacted as part of the BCRA of 2002, and judi-
cial decisions rooted in the First Amendment, starting with Buckley v.
Valeo in 1976 and reinforced by Citizens United v. Federal Election
Commission and SpeechNow.org v. Federal Election Commission in
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2010.%° The regulatory landscape means that while candidates and par-
ties face limits on contributions, political committees that do not coor-
dinate with them may raise and spend as much as they like. Problems
that ensue from the institutionalization of independent expenditures
include the following:

» Funding arms races: Research suggests that independent spending
contributes to more spending and fund-raising by candidates. Independ-
ent spending is concentrated in the most competitive congressional
races.®! Multi-issue groups making independent expenditures tend to be
loyal foot soldiers in support of party candidates,®? but they increasingly
attack opponents as well.®* As a result, incumbent legislators perceive a
growing threat of independent expenditures against them and respond
by raising campaign funds from partisan and ideological donors outside
their districts and traditional PACs, while keeping more cash on hand
for themselves instead of distributing it to other candidates or party
committees.®* They also raise additional money for their leadership
PACs, funds that cannot be used for their own campaigns but can be
spent to help the party obtain majority status or to curry favor among
colleagues by making contributions.®

» Weakened accountability and transparency: The contemporary
campaign environment weakens accountability, since many independent
spending groups lack recognizable labels and candidates can dissociate
themselves from their advertising. Moreover, there is a wide range of
organizational vehicles through which interest groups and candidate sup-
porters may engage in political campaigns. To be sure, the ability of indi-
viduals and interest groups to conduct campaigns and disseminate infor-
mation is vital for free speech.®® But with numerous committees waging
partisan battles, the campaign landscape fragments, making it more dif-
ficult for rival candidates to campaign around messages and agendas
they believe will help them win votes. Additionally, the nebulous link-
ages between candidate campaigns and opaquely named independent
committees enable the latter to focus heavily on negative advertising—
and in some cases, disinformation—which potentially diminishes voter
trust and knowledge.®” Notably, 501(c)(4) groups appear to back more
extremist candidates—especially during primary elections—than formal
party organizations, allied super PACs, or traditional PACs.%

The challenge of accountability is made more acute by the fact that
some organizations, specifically 501(c)(4)s, are not required to publi-
cize their donors. In 2020, these groups spent roughly $80 million air-
ing advertisements. More critically, they spent more than $723 million
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on contributions to super PACs, about ten times more than in the last
presidential election cycle.® Although super PACs are required to report
donors, it is nearly impossible to determine the original source of the
money if the contribution to the super PAC is from a 501(c)(4) or a
pass-through organization that funnels funds through a 501(c)(4) on
their way to the super PAC.”

» Undermining democratic norms: 501(c)(3) and (4) organizations
appeared central to the “Stop the Steal” movement that sought to dele-
gitimize the 2020 presidential election. These nonprofit groups
engaged in radical rhetoric and tactics to challenge the election
results. On the other end of the political spectrum, a group called
“Ruth Sent Us” distributed the addresses of conservative Supreme
Court justices and organized protests outside their homes after a
leaked draft of a majority opinion overturning Roe v. Wade was pub-
lished.” Understanding the financial dynamics of these norm-breaking
groups is beyond the scope of our task force, which focused on cam-
paign activity. Nonetheless, 501(c) organizations may be funded by
some of the same individuals and groups that engage in elections. It is
also plausible that related groups finance disinformation campaigns,
which may spread easily thanks to social media and artificial intelli-
gence (Al) technology.”

» Supporting extremists in primaries: While in general elections
many super PACs operate as extensions of political parties, a different
dynamic may animate super PACs in primaries. In these contests, dif-
ferent factions of the party may compete to nominate their favored
candidates.” In Republican primaries, for example, a small group of
super PACs appear to defect from leadership choices and support can-
didates who are less experienced and more extreme.” The ease with
which groups can form super PACs and less transparent committees
presents a latent threat to the party’s dominant coalition, since these
groups can boost a favored candidate against one preferred by the
broader party coalition.” In a fragmented campaign environment, the
emergent campaign finance system may empower more extreme
groups that spend in primary elections. The goal of such groups is not
necessarily to win but to set an issue agenda and make officeholders
attentive to more extremist positions.

Sometimes, factions intervene in the contests of the opposing party.
In the 2022 midterms, for instance, Democrat-affiliated groups engaged
strategically in Republican primaries to help boost extreme candidates
they believed would fare less well in the general election.” Such parti-
san ploys increase the odds of an extremist candidate gaining office.
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At the presidential level, super PACs funded by a few very wealthy
individuals can boost the messages of divisive candidates. These groups
may also prolong the nomination process and strengthen the campaigns
of long-shot candidates.”” The typical pattern in presidential nominations
is for candidates to drop out as they lose contributions from rank-and-file
donors. A few wealthy donors, however, can prevent the parties from
winnowing candidates, which may increase the odds of highly polarized
nominees winning nominations with small pluralities of delegates.

Expenditures on litigation have risen as partisans increasingly challenge
electoral outcomes. Most research on political finance focuses on cam-
paign expenditures. By comparison, little has been written about spend-
ing on election litigation. Some litigation is necessary to challenge
threats to election integrity and uphold voting rights, but frequent liti-
gation may intensify disputes about the electoral process and undermine
its legitimacy. Institutions charged with rendering decisions—state elec-
tion boards on voting procedures, for instance, or state legislatures on
redistricting—{find themselves with diminished authority as their rulings
are challenged frequently by partisans on all sides. The public is left
wondering about the finality of electoral decisions if they are always
subject to court review.”

According to election law expert Richard Hasen, election litigation
rates in the United States have been increasing rapidly, nearly tripling
since the 2000 election. In 2020, the rate of election litigation was
almost 26 percent higher than in the previous presidential year, 2016.7°
The attendant rise in legal expenses can be seen in Figure 7.4. Between
2003 and 2015, party committees’ legal expenditures stayed constant at
around $5 million, but in 2016 they ballooned to $15 million. By 2020,
the parties had spent a total of $66 million.?’ Over time, the share of
party resources devoted to election litigation has increased as well. In
2010, only about 1 percent of total expenditures were put toward elec-
tion litigation. By 2020, that share had reached 4 percent. Much of the
increase may be attributed to a rider to legislation passed by Congress
in 2014 allowing parties to raise additional funds to defray legal costs.®!

Dynamics That May Mitigate Extremism
Our discussion so far has underscored polarizing trends fueled by ideo-

logical donors who provide an increasing amount of campaign money.
These trends likely cause politicians to adopt more extreme positions or
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Figure 7.4 Partial FEC Legal Expenses, 2000-2023
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entice more extreme candidates to run for office.®? In addition to sup-
porting ideologues, the national population of donors consistently funds
norm-breaking candidates who attract media attention with uncivil
statements and behaviors. The rise of such independent spending
increases the odds that groups—financed by wealthy extremists—will
air highly divisive advertisements that support politically extreme and
norm-breaking candidates.

Of course, one cannot simply regulate these behaviors out of exis-
tence. Regulating political advertising raises serious First Amendment
concerns and risks anticompetitive behavior by regulators. We believe,
however, that a pragmatic shift in the design of the campaign finance
system can attenuate these distortions. A revised campaign finance sys-
tem should aim to accomplish two things: increase funding sources that
are more broadly representative and incentivize the flow of money
through transparent and accountable committees. Below, we explain
these goals in greater detail.
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Increasing Funding Sources That Are
More Broadly Representative

To reduce the polarizing effects of campaign funding, candidates should
become less reliant on contributions that come directly from individu-
als. With the sorting of partisans into ideological camps, the current
campaign finance system has created a dynamic that reinforces polar-
ization. As explained above, abundant research shows that individual
donors are unrepresentative of the voting public, both in terms of demo-
graphics and ideology. Not only are they wealthier, whiter, older, and
more likely to be male, but they are also more extreme.

Given the distorting effects of individual campaign contributions, sev-
eral of our recommendations resist a common populist approach to cam-
paign finance. For decades, political reforms have been designed to elevate
the role of individual donors and minimize group-based donations. This
may have been a mistake, especially without efforts to mobilize a broader
set of individual donors, particularly those living in the same districts and
states as the candidates, all of which is very difficult. Individual donors are
often activists in the party driving it toward the extremes. In nationalized
elections, the populist marketplace will be wide open to norm-breaking
candidates who can raise millions from individual donors across the coun-
try within a few days via platforms like ActBlue and WinRed.

Group-based donations—those from parties and traditional PACs—
are more likely to be mediated, enabling group representatives to allocate
them based on the short- and long-term interests of group members.
These groups are also capable of working with broader party coalitions to
pursue majorities. Reforms, therefore, should focus on incentivizing the
formation and strengthening of political committees that represent broad
groups of Americans. The broadest such organization is the political
party. More funds might also flow through other broad-based groups,
including membership organizations and various groups with popular
support, particularly centrist factions within each party and factions that
pursue policy goals that cross partisan divisions.

Effective reforms to mitigate extremism will also aim to diversify
the sources of financing. A basic principle of reform is to design a sys-
tem that encourages pluralistic sources of funding to attenuate overre-
liance on any one set of donors, especially those outside the district or
state where the candidate is running. That is effective policy for both
dampening political extremism and enhancing the likelihood that politi-
cians will be responsive to their constituents rather than to a national
population of ideologues and wealthy interests.3?
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Incentivizing the Flow of Money Through
Transparent and Accountable Committees

We believe that a healthy campaign finance system enables money to
flow through committees that disclose donors and are accountable to the
broader public.®* The current system stimulates spending by independ-
ent groups with weak accountability. Voters do not know these inde-
pendent groups; nor do they have a good idea of who funds them.* This
opacity makes it easy for such groups to run negative ads and some-
times support extremists. The public has little capacity to evaluate the
sources of information put out by independent groups or to hold them
accountable because they are not directly tied to candidates or parties.
These are often campaign committees set up tactically to pursue short-
term goals. Like tents in a traveling carnival, they emerge to join in rau-
cous campaigns, only to fold up and leave town the day after elections.
This frees them to do the dirty work of political campaigns without
being sanctioned by the public at the ballot box and without having to
maintain a reputation that connects them with future voters.

One additional problem with institutionalizing independent spend-
ing by super PACs is that it creates opportunities for factional and
extreme candidates that lack broad support. A few very wealthy indi-
viduals can finance favored candidates and set the political agenda. The
ease with which these committees can arise (with the help of well-paid
lawyers and consultants) increases the odds that a large and unwieldy
number of candidates will pursue party nominations. And candidates
backed by independent organizations need not win to gain benefits.
They make other politicians talk about issues they care about, and they
can play the spoiler in a context that fails to winnow the field to a man-
ageable number of candidates.

Both of these reform goals—increasing the diversity of funding
sources and pushing money through more transparent and accountable
organizations—point in the direction of designing a system in which
funds flow through regulated channels of candidate committees, broad-
based PACs, and especially political parties.

What Is Unlikely to Work
Before we get into the details of our recommendations, we think it is

important to highlight widely discussed reform proposals that may do lit-
tle to mitigate problems and could even make them worse. These remedies
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appear popular with the public and many reform advocacy groups, even
though they may be ill-advised. We collectively do not support them.

Tighter Limits on Financing Campaigns

A common strategy to keep money out of politics and limit corruption
has been to lower contribution limits. The hope is that low limits on
how much individuals and groups can give will compel candidates to
seek financing from more donors who are representative of constituents.
Some argue that low limits also help curtail the undue influence of big
donors over politicians. However, abundant experience and research
show that low limits do not keep money out of politics; nor do they pre-
vent some of the largest donors from giving money. Limits can work to
some degree, but if they are too low, they incentivize independent
spending and other strategies to get around them.3¢

We believe that lowering contribution limits will achieve the oppo-
site of what is intended. It will make politicians try even harder to get
money from ideologically extreme donors, especially those who reside
outside their districts or states. Relying on independent spending, which
has few financial constraints, will become even more attractive.

Small-Donor Matching with Public Funds

We do not endorse small-donor matching programs in federal elections,
as used in New York City, because of their potential to reinforce polar-
ization by subsidizing extreme donors and candidates who rely on them.
Small donors are as ideologically polarized as large donors. This reform
would effectively subsidize an unrepresentative group of voters and
incentivize politicians to pay a disproportionate amount of attention to
them. We value participation from small donors as part of a mix of
financing strategies for candidates, but we do not agree that they should
be privileged in the campaign finance system, except insofar as we
design programs that emphasize in-district donations (see recommenda-
tions).?” There may be other reasons to promote public subsidies for
small donors, but mitigating political extremism is not one of them.

Attempting to Overturn Citizens United v.
Federal Election Commission

Members of our task force have different views on pursuing a strategy of
overturning the Supreme Court’s 2010 decision, but it is Buckley v. Valeo
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(1976) that makes independent spending constitutionally protected. And
most large contributions to super PACs come from individual donors. Cit-
izens United held that corporations and unions, not just individuals, have
constitutional rights to engage in unlimited independent spending. Thus,
overruling Citizens United without also overruling Buckley v. Valeo
would have more limited effects than many assume, since the latter is the
foundation for unlimited individual contributions to super PACs. Even so,
some task force members argued that large inflows of independent expen-
ditures after the Citizens United ruling contributed to the decline of dem-
ocratic norms and institutions at the state level and that preventing cor-
porations and labor unions from spending sums without limit will push
more financing into the traditionally regulated campaign finance system
(candidate committees, conventional PACs, and party committees). Apart
from these practical considerations, some task force members also believe
Citizens United properly protects free speech rights.

Most importantly for our purposes, the political strategy of overturn-
ing Citizens United is fraught with challenges. It involves either building
significant majorities in the states for an amendment to the US Constitu-
tion or generating a sustained set of court cases to test the long-standing
jurisprudence on unrestricted political spending dating back at least to
Buckley v. Valeo. Our approach has been a more pragmatic one. We focus
on reforming the campaign finance system through the regulatory process
rather than offering remedies of constitutional significance.

What Might Work

Based on our assessment of the underlying dynamics in campaign
finance that help fuel political extremism, we focus our recommenda-
tions around the following principal strategies:

1. Increasing financing for political parties and other broad-based
political entities

. Improving disclosure

. Increasing financing from multicandidate committees

. Targeting public subsidies

. Eliminating party litigation funds

wn A WN

Below, we discuss how each of these recommendations may diver-
sify fund-raising and incentivize more campaign funds to go through
transparent and accountable channels.
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1. Increasing Financing for Political Parties

Political parties are the central actors in democracies. We believe pre-
vious campaign finance reforms have prevented them from playing a
more robust and positive role in US elections. Parties meet all of our
criteria for attenuating extremism. They are broad based; inclined to
finance a range of candidates, including challengers and relative mod-
erates; highly transparent with sources of money; and accountable
because they are widely recognized with labels that voters use to make
their choices. That is not to say that political parties are beyond criti-
cism. Through their leaders and activists, they have contributed to
intense partisanship and strategic maneuvering around the current cam-
paign finance rules. Nonetheless, parties are core actors in all facets of
democratic politics, and campaign finance rules need to reflect their
centrality to our political system.®® While party committees infrequently
engage directly in primaries, in combination with other reforms recom-
mended in this book, including to primary rules, we believe financially
strong party committees could improve electoral politics and diminish
extremism. Here are the specific changes we recommend:

Raise limits on individual contributions to political parties to reflect
inflation since the 1974 amendments to the Federal Election Campaign
Act (FECA). The limits on contributions to national political parties were
not pegged to inflation when they were established in 1974. If we used
that year as a baseline and adjusted the limits for inflation, the current
ceiling on individual contributions to national parties would be over
$130,000 per year. Today, it is only $41,000 due to the BCRA reforms of
2002. Those reforms also removed party soft money,* which had enabled
the parties to control more campaign resources. We therefore recommend
raising the contribution limits to at least reflect inflation since 1974.

We also recommend that state and local parties benefit from
increased contribution limits. They are currently capped at $10,000 per
year for federal accounts, which is a combined amount for both the state
and local committees. These limits are not indexed for inflation. Again,
we suggest using the 1974 contribution limit of $5,000 per year as a
baseline to adjust the limit to at least $32,550. This cap should be
adjusted again after every two-year cycle for inflation.

Such a change may strengthen healthy kinds of campaign coordi-
nation and accountability between the national and state committees.
State parties were affected negatively by the BCRA reforms, which
constrained their efforts to organize on behalf of the entire party ticket
for candidates in federal, state, and local contests.’® Figure 7.5 illus-
trates the inflation-adjusted limits for the national and state/local
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Figure 7.5 Contribution Limits in 1974 Versus CPI-Adjusted 2023 Versus
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political parties. We also include adjustments for multicandidate PACs
(more on PACs below).

Some members of our task force expressed concern about increas-
ing the financial resources of some state parties, which have been taken
over by their extremist wings. But where that has happened, funding
appears to have dropped off significantly. Many donors do not appear
interested in supporting such parties. Raising contribution limits to par-
ties only matters if donors are willing to contribute. Moreover, when
state parties are hollow shells because they have few resources and
limited practical power, they become more vulnerable to capture by
small groups of activists. If state parties are revitalized, in part by gain-
ing more resources, they are likely to draw in a wider range of party
members. Finally, strong parties, at both the national and state levels,
are critical to the long-term health of American democracy. We should
not be deterred from measures to help enable parties by fixating too
much on short-term factors in a few states. We also believe that dereg-
ulating political parties financially may help the development of third
parties, which may require significant infusions of resources to jump-
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start operations and messaging. The arguments for expanding opportu-
nities for third parties have been made in other parts of this book.

Remove or greatly increase the limits on party-coordinated expen-
ditures. Under the 1974 reforms, parties can coordinate their spending
with candidates up to specific amounts, adjusted for inflation. The
amount in 2024 for the House will be $59,400. A significant majority of
countries do not limit the ability of parties to support their own candi-
dates.”! We want to enable parties to work closely with candidates rather
than spend independently, which undermines organizational cohesion
and accountability. Congressional reforms, first implemented in the 1976
elections, aimed to prevent candidates from circumventing contribution
limits by having earmarked funds available to them through the party.
We think this concern is excessive. Rules exist against earmarking,
which can be enforced. Moreover, with limits on party contributions, the
parties are incentivized to use their funds efficiently in a range of con-
tests rather than giving them to a single candidate simply because he or
she raised them jointly with the party. Most members of our task force
were in favor of removing all limits, while some members opposed
removing some limits. Regardless, there was widespread recognition that
the limits on coordinated expenditures are unreasonably low.

Experiment with providing public funds to political parties. Given
our concerns about the financial health of political parties and their
incentives to spin off independent entities, we discussed the possibility
of subsidizing them, as almost all other advanced democracies do. Such
subsidies are often accompanied by spending limits, which would not be
workable in the United States, given current jurisprudence. Public funds
might diversify the sources of income for parties and possibly attenuate
the influence of private donors.”? Six states already provide limited sub-
sidies by allowing taxpayers to check a box on their returns indicating a
desire to contribute to the state’s political parties in amounts ranging
from $1 to $25.” There was less consensus in our task force on the pub-
lic-funding approach than on our other recommendations for political
parties. (See recommendation 4 for a possible pilot using vouchers in US
states, some of which might go to local political parties.)

2. Improving Disclosure

We are for both more and less disclosure at different ends of the donor
spectrum. We want more transparency for the major donors who give
to 501(c)(4)s and other groups that are not compelled to disclose dona-
tions. These funds often make their way into super PACs that account
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for most independent spending. We have practical and constitutional
concerns about all-encompassing efforts to compel disclosure. But on
balance, we think that greater transparency, properly designed, should
strengthen accountability mechanisms,’ including enforcement of rules
against illegal foreign financing.?

At the same time, we seek less transparency for smaller donors to
mitigate chilling effects that discourage participation. Citizens who
experience conflicting pressures from different sources regarding their
political beliefs—for example, if they are somewhat conservative but
live in a neighborhood of mostly liberals—may refrain from giving
when they know their donations might be made public.’® Such cross-
pressured citizens can feel that open expressions of political prefer-
ences could roil social relationships. For this reason, if we want greater
ideological diversity among donors at the lower end, we might raise
the disclosure threshold. We are also concerned about donors who may
face retaliation from employers that disapprove of their political
choices. As a society, we are greatly concerned about privacy in the
voting booth for these reasons.”” Somewhat oddly, we do not apply
these concerns to other forms of political participation. Given that rel-
atively small donations pose little risk of corruption, we see no com-
pelling reason to divulge identifying information about them. Here are
the specific changes we advocate:

Require meaningful disclosure of major donations to influence elec-
tions, regardless of the entity or medium used. Large donors have the
capacity to shape elections in ways that other citizens do not. The argu-
ments for anonymity are much weaker for major donors than for voters
at the ballot box, where everyone has one vote, or even for small donors
(see below). For this reason, there are fairness and informational argu-
ments for publicly disclosing the major financiers from whom candi-
dates draw significant support.

The exact wording of disclosure statutes would have to be narrowly
tailored to address First Amendment issues. A thoughtful approach must
balance the positive aspects of disclosure, especially providing helpful
information for voters, with practical and constitutional concerns.”® We
feel the need to point out that anonymity in the public sphere is an
underappreciated dynamic that potentially increases free speech, gives
citizens space to act on their personal beliefs without coercive pressure,
and sometimes enables arguments to be considered with less prejudice
(on this last point, the anonymous writers of the Federalist Papers
appeared to agree). For all these reasons, we do not take an absolutist
approach to the question of disclosure, but most of our task force mem-
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bers support judicious efforts to provide voters with more information
about the major funding sources of groups trying to influence elections.

Importantly, the Federal Election Commission has rules in place to
consider disclosure exemptions for groups at risk of harassment, and
these are supported by constitutional jurisprudence (see, for example,
Brown v. Socialist Workers '74 Campaign Committee).”® Nonetheless,
there are practical realities that must be addressed in pursuing disclo-
sure of donations by groups not currently regulated by the FEC.!%

For example, not all donations given to 501(c)(4)s are necessarily
made with the goal of influencing an election, which calls into doubt
the quality of information that would be provided by disclosure and
raises the possibility that “outed” donors could face negative conse-
quences for election-oriented activities they did not intend to support.
Our purpose in pointing out practical considerations is to suggest that
sweeping calls for full disclosure have costs. They could plausibly
impose both constitutional and administrative burdens that outweigh the
benefits of disclosure in important instances. Therefore, we encourage
thoughtful deliberation about how to implement better disclosure rules
for donors trying to influence elections with committees not regulated
by the FEC, while minimizing genuine burdens.

Raise the threshold for donor disclosure. We recommend raising the
disclosure threshold to reflect inflation since the 1974 FECA amend-
ments, from $200 to roughly $1,000. We also suggest experimenting
with forms of semidisclosure that would give the public access to infor-
mation about the kinds of interests donors represent but not their indi-
vidual identities.!”' Semidisclosure may help avoid the problem of straw
donors, since regulators would retain access to files that fully identify
donors. One challenge is that online fund-raising platforms collect
donor information. We recommend rules to require these platforms to
keep donors’ information private unless their contributions exceed the
reportable threshold.

Pass antiretaliation legislation to protect workers from employers.
Making donations is a form of free speech, since it reflects an endorse-
ment of a political candidate or party. Citizens should not worry they
will suffer professional consequences for engaging in political activity
that does not present an obvious conflict of interest for their employer.
According to legal scholar Eugene Volokh, about half of Americans live
in jurisdictions that protect some private speech or political activity
from employers. Three American states directly address protections for
making political donations: Louisiana, Massachusetts, and Oregon.!??
These states forbid employers from threatening to discriminate against
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or in favor of an employee. We encourage the federal government to
write into law such protections.

3. Increasing Financing from Multicandidate PACs

We recommend raising contribution limits for multicandidate PACs.
These political committees appear to fulfill at least three criteria for atten-
uating extremism. First, most are inclined to finance moderates and
incumbents with experience. Second, multicandidate PACs are highly
transparent with respect to sources of money. And third, they tend to be
oriented toward stability in government. A main concern we have with
PAC:s is that they are not representative of the broader public. The current
population of PACs overwhelmingly represents business and professional
organizations.!® As political insiders, PACs and lobbyists affiliated with
them may use contributions to help shape the legislative agenda.!®* How-
ever, research suggests that the influence of business PACs stems less
from their political contributions than from their capacity to finance pol-
icy information for legislators and executive agencies.'®

Critically, we are not advocating for large increases but recom-
mending that the contribution limits rise with inflation. The relative
value of PAC contributions has plummeted, giving much more impor-
tance to ideologically oriented contributors who finance elections
through independent spending groups. We recommend increasing the
limit for contributions from PACs to candidates to roughly $32,000,
accounting for inflation since the $5,000 limit was established in 1974.
(See Figure 7.5, which shows adjustments for the Consumer Price Index
(CPI)/inflation.) We do not believe that a $32,000 limit would risk
inducing corruption, especially given the rising cost of elections, which
require fund-raising from many donors. In our view, pushing more
funds through PACs to candidates would reduce incentives for the spon-
sors of these committees to give money, without limits, to super PACs
and other opaque organizations.

By design, multicandidate PACs are aggregators of contributions
from many individuals, whereas super PACs rely on a few megadonors
and nontransparent 501(c)(4)s. We believe the campaign finance system
should encourage more aggregating organizations, which function as
effective intermediaries for citizens to participate in elections. One chal-
lenge is to stimulate the formation of PACs that better represent the
diversity of American voters. Policymakers might consider giving “con-
nected” PACs—those that are linked to sponsoring organizations, such
as labor unions and corporations, with voluntary members—even higher
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limits on contributions to candidates. Or they might consider doing the
same for nonconnected PACs, which may solicit funds from any citizen
or lawful permanent resident of the United States. However, we are
divided on whether to pursue this strategy because donors to these PACs
are unlikely to be representative of the American electorate. They are
likely to be wealthier, more partisan, and more ideological than other
voters—all characteristics that may contribute to the extremism we seek
to attenuate. That said, funds from membership-based PACs will be
more transparent and accountable because they flow directly to the cam-
paign committees of candidates running for office.

Regardless, we urge civic leaders—including from local associa-
tions, foundations, and other institutions—to develop strategies for
incentivizing membership groups to form PACs that represent a broader
spectrum of Americans. Such PACs could focus on both mobilizing vot-
ers and contributing to candidates. It would be especially beneficial to
the political system if such groups were not already aligned with one or
the other major political party. This would not only broaden the sources
of funds to candidates but also create the kind of cross-pressures to par-
tisan alignments that might weaken the rigid orientations that have
arisen in the past several decades.

4. Targeting Campaign Subsidies

We were divided over the use of subsidies as a method to limit extrem-
ism. Recent research suggests that public financing for campaigns may
encourage greater polarization and degrade representation of con-
stituents.!® Some research on subsidy programs that stimulate small
donors illustrates that such donors are closer to the typical American
voter than larger donors, although they remain demographically unrep-
resentative of the electorate.!” However, since small donors in general
appear as polarized as large donors, it remains possible that new donors
brought into the system by subsidy programs might also be highly
polarized.!® We would like to see more evidence that public subsidies
would broaden and diversify the viewpoints of donors.

We encourage continued local experimentation with subsidies for
small donors, as Seattle is doing with vouchers and New York City is
doing with matching funds.'® We can imagine experimentation with
public subsidies for small donors in at least two scenarios at the state and
local levels. First, given our concerns about the nationalization of fund-
raising from extreme donors, we could support subsidies that target
donors within their legislative districts, as recommended by campaign
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finance expert Michael Malbin and implemented by New York State for
its legislative elections.!' Compared to a national donor base, in-district
donors likely focus more on local issues and may have personal connec-
tions with candidates, which could moderate their ideological leanings.!!!
Second, given our interest in seeing political parties play a larger role in
public financing, we could conceive of a financing system where a por-
tion of subsidies goes toward the parties.!'> For example, if a voucher
system was in place, a portion of every voucher—say, $5 out of every
$25—could go to the political party of the candidate. This might also
incentivize local party organizing to raise voucher money on behalf of
candidates, which may lead to stronger efforts by local committees to
build grassroots operations. Mobilization would encourage parties to
work closely with candidates not only to court voters but also to secure
financial resources for both the candidate and party.!"* Research in a
comparative, international context suggests public funding of parties
increases confidence in the conduct of elections.!

Some members of our task force would also encourage eliminat-
ing voluntary limits on campaign spending for candidates who partic-
ipate in public financing programs. These limits tend to be too low for
the most competitive contests, which encourages nontransparent inde-
pendent spending.

5. Eliminating Party Litigation Funds

The creation of separate party funds for legal expenses in 2014 (called
recount funds) appears to have incentivized litigation. To be sure, there
may be good reasons to litigate. However, having a pool of funds solely
for legal expenses surely encourages litigation, perhaps even frivolous
lawsuits. These cases undermine the integrity of election results and add
to voter skepticism. Intense litigation may even radicalize voters when
their candidates lose. We recommend eliminating party funds that allow
donors to contribute up to $123,900 per year for legal fees, while simul-
taneously increasing the cap on contributions to general party funds.

Public Opinion

A key challenge to moving the campaign finance system in a more plu-
ralistic direction is that the public tends to embrace populist reforms
due to their apparent democratic design. For this reason, large majori-
ties of Americans want more constraints on money in politics, more
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campaigns financed by small donors, and fewer PACs.!'> Moreover,
they are not typically inclined to support a system that gives a stronger
role to political parties. Nonetheless, voters favor imposing fewer
restrictions on parties than on other groups and support allowing parties
to give large or unlimited contributions to their own candidates.!!®

It is important to keep in mind as well that the reforms we suggest
are hardly radical and fit within the architecture of designs approved by
Congress during the post-Watergate era. A key theme of our recommen-
dations is to adjust original contribution limits for inflation, a change
that most Americans will readily understand. It is clear that the original
1974 limits, as well as those put in place by the BCRA in 2002, have
not kept pace with the rising cost of goods and services. Nor have they
matched well with the intense rise in partisanship and campaign organ-
izing by partisan networks, leaving the formal party committees in a
weakened state to mediate coalitions.!”

A second key theme is making the system more transparent, which
Americans wholeheartedly support. Our proposals call for the disclo-
sure of major donors to all committees engaged in campaigns, with
ample attention to the constitutional and practical burdens of designing
and implementing such rules. In our deliberative poll, a supermajority
endorsed a policy of requiring all organizations that make election cam-
paign expenditures over a minimum level to disclose their donors.!'8
This proposal had majority support across Republicans, Democrats, and
Independents—even before we started the deliberative process. After
conversations initiated among participants, support increased even
more, from 71 to 81 percent in favor of greater transparency.

Support for public funds, either by using vouchers or matching
small-donor contributions, is less widespread. In our deliberative poll,
majorities agreed with the proposition that public funds should not be
used to finance elections. However, the poll did not ask whether partic-
ipants’ views would change if the subsidies targeted only citizens resid-
ing in the district or state where the election was taking place. We rec-
ommend that a future survey include this kind of question.

Political Elites

Political actors, such as legislators, will be sensitive to partisan advan-
tages that reforms could induce. The political parties also stand for dis-
tinctive approaches to government regulation, which could cause resist-
ance to some of our proposals. However, there is mixed evidence that
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campaign finance reforms confer structural advantages on either
party.'"” The intense rivalry between the two parties pushes them toward
gathering sufficient resources to compete toe-to-toe in competitive con-
tests. We also think our proposals would not put third parties at a dis-
advantage. In fact, increased contribution limits are arguably more sup-
portive of third parties.

Importantly, we believe our recommendations contain elements of
principles espoused by both major parties. In broad terms, the Democ-
rats tend to favor egalitarian approaches while Republicans support
those that enhance freedom. For Democrats, we emphasize additional
disclosure of major donors and consider some form of targeted public
financing. For Republicans, we propose higher contribution limits for
political parties as well as for multicandidate PACs. Both parties should
see reasons to support rules that give more privacy to small donors by
increasing the threshold for disclosure and passing antiretaliation laws.

Future Research

Political parties: More work should investigate how political parties
spend their funds on building their infrastructure and whether an infusion
of resources in particular contexts might make them more vibrant as asso-
ciational organizations.'?* We know that parties tend to allocate funds
toward competitive contests, but does financial strength incentivize them
to become more integrated with voters at the grass roots and responsive
to local communities? And what happens when illiberal factions take over
the party apparatus? Some members of our task force were concerned
about empowering political parties at a time when several state party
organizations have fallen under the control of factions pursuing illiberal
policies. We noted, however, that several insurgent organizations have not
been attracting contributions and face financial difficulties, even in highly
competitive states and those with laws allowing unlimited contributions
to political parties.'?! Additionally, we could use more research on what
the public thinks about strengthening party organizations financially and
making them more central to political campaigns.

Candidate gatekeepers: We need research on the role of potential
gatekeepers who shape and winnow the field of candidates, especially
those who donate early in campaigns.'?> We seek an understanding of
who they are, what kinds of candidates they support, and how this may
have changed over time. The ability to circumvent party leaders, PACs,
and traditional money brokers means that more candidates can present
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themselves directly to the public with minimal filtering. It also raises
the prospect that unfit candidates might break into politics and get
elected to office. In the past, new candidates tended to rely on their per-
sonal social and professional networks.'?* Candidates emerging from
some professions appear to have unique network structures that advan-
tage them in fund-raising.!>* Additional research might explore whether
other subgroups have unique advantages and how these may impact the
quality of representation and governance. Research suggests that fewer
moderates are running for office, in part because they lack financial
support among partisan activists.'?® Distortions in the campaign finance
system also have implications for candidate emergence in minority
communities and among women.!?¢ Finally, we need an investigation of
the incentive structures that might support the formation of broad-based
PACs, which could play a larger role in financing campaigns of candi-
dates who are less extreme and more representative of American voters.

Disclosure: We lack a firm grasp of who donates to nontransparent
groups that spend significant sums on elections. Better disclosure of
donors and their interests will help advance our understanding of how
the campaign terrain may be changing and who benefits. Additionally,
more work needs to be done on the trade-off between enhanced politi-
cal accountability and the potentially chilling effects of transparency.
We encourage additional research using field experiments to understand
the pros and cons of transparency. We also encourage experimentation
with semidisclosure of donors.

Small-donor programs: Several task force members want to know
more about whether and how small-donor programs might broaden par-
ticipation, particularly beyond voters who are highly ideological and
partisan. We would like to see more experimentation with small-donor
subsidies for small in-district donors to legislative candidates. Given
our appreciation for mediating groups, we wonder what role interest
groups and political parties might play in mobilizing the distribution,
use, and collection of vouchers. This could include “bundling” or other
methods of aggregating vouchers on behalf of candidates. Additional
work should examine at what point public subsidies with voluntary
spending limits substantially encourage independent expenditures.
Finally, we want to understand public opinion, beyond our deliberative
poll, about the use of vouchers in varying contexts.

Independent spending: Research is instructive but not conclusive
about the impact of independent spending on political extremism. We
believe that independent spending on political ads by interest groups,
particularly in primaries, has the potential to boost the candidacies of
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norm-breaking candidates. We need more research on whether such
spending is more likely to come from less-transparent 501(c)(4)s or
from super PACs. Studies should be expanded to examine spending on
social media advertising, grassroots mobilization, and contact cam-
paigns for elected officials.

Much more work needs to be done on independent spending in pri-
mary elections, where interest groups or wealthy individuals can back
their favored candidates without limit. In several states, a few wealthy
individuals have been able to finance candidates, usually in Republican
primaries, to challenges incumbents who compromise on issues.'?’
Wealthy individuals may also finance parallel party structures that can
undermine the work of traditional party committees.'?®

Disinformation: Research about online campaigning and how it
may support extremism and disinformation is in the early stages of
development.'?® In the near term, we recommend studies that collect
data on the amount of advertising and sources of extremist campaign-
ing, particularly when it reflects misinformation and disinformation. We
recognize that evolving technologies such as Al make it cheaper and
easier to create fake campaign ads.!*® We are reluctant to offer specific
recommendations regarding regulation of Al-generated ads since appli-
cations of this technology are recent. However, we strongly encourage
research experiments to understand how Al affects voter perceptions
and how interventions like labeling ads “Al generated” and other strate-
gies may affect voter decisionmaking.

Election litigation: We would like to see robust scholarly examina-
tion of data and messaging to understand the degree to which postelec-
tion activities are linked to electioneering groups. The goal might be to
understand how strategists potentially exploit fund-raising vehicles to
contest or relitigate elections after the fact. We encourage examining
party committee litigation efforts, as well as the incentives for parties to
devote larger shares of their expenditures to election litigation. Research
might explore public attitudes when electoral decisions move to the
courts and how this affects citizens’ faith in election outcomes.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have offered several strategies to counter the cam-
paign finance dynamics that undergird political extremism. The prevail-
ing campaign finance regime tends to rely heavily on ideological fund-
ing sources, while fueling fragmentation and opaqueness across political
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campaigns. These dynamics stimulate the polarization of politics and
improve the odds of success for ideological and illiberal candidates. This
gives rise to fragmentation and dysfunction within parties, making it
more difficult to build governing coalitions.!*!

We emphasize the importance of attracting funding sources that are
more broadly representative. This includes incentivizing more funds to
flow through political parties, which perform a central function as
broad-based coalition builders. Reformers might also focus on innova-
tions making it easier for a representative group of Americans to make
contributions through multicandidate PACs, which would mediate
interests that are not adequately reflected among contemporary donor
groups. We also advocate experimentation in the states using vouchers
to encourage small donors who reside in the legislative districts of can-
didates. This would help make candidates more attentive to local con-
stituents than to a national population of ideologues. While this chap-
ter on campaign finance focuses on extremism, we cannot ignore the
fact that political participation through making campaign contributions
favors wealthier Americans, even more so than other forms of partici-
pation where socioeconomic status predicts participation. There are no
simple remedies to this challenge that do not impose significant bur-
dens on freedom of speech and association.

We also emphasize a system that incentivizes the flow of campaign
money through transparent and accountable committees. This would
mean pushing more money through identifiable groups, including parties
and multicandidate PACs, particularly those that represent large groups
of voters. It would also mean disclosure of all major donors to any entity
involved in elections, including but not limited to 501(c)(4)s. Greater
disclosure would give the public additional information about campaigns
that support political extremists. At the same time, we believe that indi-
viduals who give smaller sums should have more privacy. Raising the
threshold at which identities are made public (or semidisclosed) would
stimulate more donations, including from citizens who tend to avoid giv-
ing because they fear reprisals in their social and occupational networks.
All donors should also be protected through antiretaliation laws.
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Conclusion

Richard H. Pildes, Larry Diamond,
and Edward B. Foley

Addressing the toxic tribalism and political extremism that has
arisen in recent decades requires action along many fronts. One of these
is the institutional framework within which democratic politics and
elections take place. This volume has brought together a highly distin-
guished group of academics from several disciplines who have spent
much of their careers studying how the design of democratic processes
shapes politics and the political culture more generally. Our task force
also includes lawyers and others with substantial experience with the
political process.

We do not believe there is a single institutional-design reform, or
even a series of reforms, that could magically transform our political
culture. But institutional reforms can matter at the margins in combat-
ting political extremism, and those margins can make a significant dif-
ference in the kind of politics we experience and the larger political
culture we inhabit. The institutional framework within which politics
and elections take place creates incentive structures that shape which
candidates decide to run, which are likely to win, and the relationship
between political parties, candidates, officeholders, interest groups,
and the general public. Moreover, because many citizens take political
cues from those who hold public office, particularly the most visible
public officials, the types of candidates who succeed also shape the
larger political culture.

In this book, we have brought to bear the best current empirical
knowledge on a variety of institutional reforms that have been offered
to combat extremism. We believe it is critical to test reform proposals
against the best data available, and, indeed, one aim of this book is to
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show which reform proposals are unlikely to achieve their goals—or
could even make things worse by fueling extremism. There can be a
great deal of herding behavior within reform circles, as well as a
reluctance to deviate from conventional wisdom. As academics, we
have striven to marshal the current state of knowledge about various
proposals and to highlight the lines along which future empirical work
would be desirable.

We have explored reform proposals addressing the structure of pri-
mary elections, the types of voting rules, the potential use of propor-
tional representation for legislative elections, the system of campaign
finance, the presidential nomination process, and the presidential pri-
mary debate process. On some issues, we achieved substantial consen-
sus regarding directions to take or to avoid. On others, we had signifi-
cant disagreements, which we discussed. In some areas, we endorsed
specific recommendations for reforms. In others, we offered what we
characterize as suggestions—that is, proposals on which we hope to
begin discussions, with less firm convictions about where those dis-
cussions should end up. A common theme across many of the propos-
als is that our politics has become too captured by factions and that we
should aim for reforms that will help make the system more responsive
to political majorities.

Most of the reforms we discuss can be undertaken at the state level.
Indeed, some are on the ballot in several states in the fall 2024 election,
as this volume goes to press. We believe the most significant political
reform these days is much more likely to take place at the state level
than the national level. The political process at the national level is too
polarized over election-related issues to be a likely source of innova-
tion. Even at the state level, prospects for reform on many of these
issues are best in states where voters have the power to make changes
through direct democratic processes, such as voter initiatives. Incum-
bent officeholders and political parties are often reluctant to make any
changes to the rules under which they have been elected. If some of
these changes are implemented and prove popular and successful at the
state level, this can build momentum for eventually adopting such
changes at the national level. Much of the history of political reform in
the United States has followed this path.

There is currently much cynicism and despair about deepening
political polarization and extremism in the United States. But such con-
ditions can serve as catalysts for political reform, and, indeed, a great
deal of successful reform has taken place in recent years. More states
have adopted independent redistricting commissions, often led by citi-



Conclusion 299

zens’ groups that push to get such measures on the ballot. A number of
states have adopted automatic voter registration to shift the burden of
registration from voters to the government.

In terms of specific reforms discussed in this volume, we believe
the Alaska model of a single, all-candidate primary, with the top four
or five candidates going on to a general election in which ranked-choice
voting (RCV) determines the winner, offers a promising template for
the type of reform capable of ensuring that candidates with the broadest
support among the general electorate are able to get elected. Voters in
other states will soon be deciding whether to adopt this model or varia-
tions of it. In 2022, voters in Nevada voted to amend their state consti-
tution to adopt the Alaska model, modified slightly to allow the top five
candidates to advance to the general election. The Nevada constitution
requires that an amendment be adopted by voters in two consecutive
elections, and so the amendment will be voted on a second time in
November 2024. In those elections, voters in Idaho will vote on an ini-
tiative that would implement the Alaska system of a nonpartisan pri-
mary and a “top-four” general election with RCV. A similar measure is
headed for the November 2024 ballot in Colorado.

Related reform measures include a proposed initiative in Arizona
that would mandate an Alaska-style all-candidate primary while leaving
to the legislature the choice of whether the general election should
advance only two candidates, as in California, or more than two, in
which case ranked-choice ballots will be required. The Arizona proposal
is especially innovative insofar as it also leaves to the legislature the
choice of which tabulation method to employ if ranked-choice ballots
are used. This flexibility could serve the state well, given the findings in
Chapter 2 of this volume. Arizona is a highly polarized state, and alter-
native forms of RCV are most likely to provide extra benefits in coun-
teracting polarization and extremism under such conditions. Montana,
too, is pursuing a similar constitutional reform that would give the state
great flexibility in tailoring its electoral system to reduce polarization: a
requirement that candidates win office with a majority, not just a plu-
rality, of votes. This simple requirement tends to induce the adoption of
electoral innovation that is less likely to cause polarized outcomes.

Ranked-choice voting is also being adopted in more jurisdictions.
In a ballot measure, Maine became the first state to adopt it statewide;
Maine now uses RCV for federal elections and for state primary elec-
tions. In 2019, New York City’s voters adopted an amendment to the
city charter to use RCV in primary elections for the city council and
executive offices, including mayor. Since the Democratic primary often
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determines the race for mayor of New York City, this was a significant
development. A growing number of smaller American cities have also
adopted RCV over the past decade. A ballot measure referred by the
state legislature in Oregon for voter approval in the fall of 2024 would
implement RCV in all state primary and general elections for executive
offices at the state and federal levels, as well as for the US House and
Senate. But RCV has recently come to be seen as a partisan issue, even
though there is no reason it ought to favor one party or the other. As a
result, several states have enacted laws prohibiting its use. (As noted in
Chapter 2, there are ways to achieve the depolarizing benefits sought
from Alaska-style reforms without the use of ranked-choice ballots.)

Many Americans are deeply troubled by our current political cul-
ture. But we need not passively accept this state of affairs as our
inevitable fate. A variety of institutional reforms to various aspects of
our political process and electoral system can help combat the political
extremism and toxic tribalism that has arisen in recent years. This vol-
ume draws on the best knowledge we currently possess to suggest the
most promising directions for institutional changes that would push
back against political extremism.



Acronyms

AfD Alternative for Germany

Al artificial intelligence

BCRA Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act
BTR bottom-two runoff

CES Cooperative Election Study

FEC Federal Election Commission

FECA Federal Election Campaign Act
FPTP first-past-the-post

GDP gross domestic product

IRV instant-runoff voting

LPR lowest-plurality runoff

MMD multimember district

MPV most-preferred voting

OECD Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
PAC political action committee

PR proportional representation
RCV ranked-choice voting

RNC Republican National Committee
SMD single member district

SMDP single-member-district, plurality
STV single-transferable vote

V-Dem V-Dem Institute
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