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ABSTRACT 
In the aftermath of New Zealand’s shift to a Mixed Member Proportional Electoral 
system, accompanied by a revival in the two-party vote, coordination strategies and 
strategic voting have made the system much more proportional than intended, perhaps 
enhancing the odds of reversion to a less proportional system. With data from the 
2005 New Zealand Electoral Study (NZES) the paper discusses this possibility in the 
context of theories of electoral system change. 
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The Liberated Genie:  

Will Electoral System Change in New Zealand be Overturned? 

 

This paper considers the possibility that New Zealand might abandon its MMP system 

of proportional representation (PR). It asks what that might mean for electoral 

systems theory and asks why electoral system change might take place from PR to 

plurality, a process with few precedents and about which there is little theory. In 

company with others (in particular, Rahat 2004) the paper notes difficulties in 

electoral system theories that rely on the assumption that the key players are political 

parties that are rational and self-interested unitary actors (Dunleavy and Margetts 

1995; Boix 1999; Benoit 2004).  

 

Considering the possibility of further electoral system change in New Zealand 

is not necessarily hypothetical. A future referendum is anticipated. Once electoral 

systems become a matter of debate, they remain contestable. Once let out, it is hard to 

persuade the genie back into the bottle. Experiences of countries that have changed 

their electoral systems frequently indicate that, once the electoral system becomes 

contestable, there is no guarantee of stability. For example, having changed its 

electoral system in 1993, Italy changed it again (Alvarez-Rivera 2006). 

 

 

Theorising Electoral System Change 

Two recent theorisations focus on shifts from single-member plurality (SMP) systems 

to PR. Colomer hypothesises that changes will move ‘mostly’ towards ‘more 

inclusive formulas’ allowing for greater multi-party representation. They will be more 
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likely the shorter the duration of the electoral system status quo and triggered by 

expansion in the number of political parties (Colomer 2004, 5). Thus change back to 

plurality will be unlikely in New Zealand because inclusive systems expand the 

number of veto players. The duration hypothesis is helpful, giving theoretical status to 

the common sense observation above. 

 

Also analysing reforms rejecting SMP systems, Matthew Shugart theorises 

that normative explanations account for the placing of the electoral system on the 

agenda and rational-actor assumptions address what happens next. Attention to norms 

provides leverage on generic issues of electoral system change beyond the shift from 

SMP to PR. Change moves on to the agenda when systems fail according to their own 

norms. There are at least two sets of principles of representation, plurality and 

proportional (Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000). Reform of plurality to PR will not happen 

because the case for proportional representation is taken on its own merits, but 

because plurality elections fail to deliver on their expectations. This ‘systemic failure’ 

generates inherent or antecedent causes of change.  

 

 One way to define systemic failure is to identify cases where systems produce 

extreme results (Shugart 2001). This may not be sufficient if they are simply 

delivering what is expected. Under an SMP system, a large majority of seats may be 

generated out of a vote minority, but if this rests on a vote plurality, it is expected. 

When PR produces a highly fragmented party system and extreme difficulties in 

government formation, this is again expected. The extremity of the result has to 

offend against normative assumptions about the system in question.  
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 Systemic failures are ‘the incapacity of the electoral system to deliver the kind 

of connection between the vote and the formation of executive authority that is 

expected based on their own normative criteria’ (Shugart 2006, 3-4). Systemic failure 

under PR may occur when elite-bargaining produces governments not sufficiently 

following electoral cues: for example, when a leading government party loses votes, 

has less than its major rival, but remains in power by adding coalition partners.  The 

continuation of highly adversarial politics between government and opposition might 

also be seen as evidence of systemic failure under PR. Once the electoral system is on 

the agenda, rational choice assumptions can apply. Following Reed and Thies (2001), 

Shugart distinguishes between outcome- and act-contingent reform motives.  In 

outcome-contingent circumstances actors feel they will be better off under new rules.  

In act-contingent circumstances actors may see short-term political benefit in 

proposing a reform even though they do not see it in their long-term interest.  

 

 There are limitations in Shugart’s approach common to much electoral systems 

theory. Political parties are defined as unitary actors and two possibilities are not 

considered: parties themselves may be divided, and normative values rather than self-

interest may motivate actors after the agenda is set. In other work, Shugart identifies 

an intra-party dimension: what then explains intra-party differences?  These 

difficulties intensify if the matter moves beyond elites. How do ordinary citizens 

develop preferences?  What self-interest can they express? To what extent are the 

positions they take normative?1 

 

 Mass opinion is more important than current theory concedes. For one thing, it 

may provide the framework for act-contingency at the elite level. Recent work on the 
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effects of winning and losing elections on elite and mass attitudes to institutions backs 

up this point (Anderson, Blais, Bowler. Donovan, and Listhaug 2005, 171-180; 

Bowler, Donovan and Karp 2006). Losers must consent to the rules under which they 

compete, and are less likely to do so the more they consistently lose. The 

underpinnings of this approach still lie in rational choice theory, but it encourages 

much-needed exploration of the micro-foundations of public attitudes to the system.  

 

 

Potential Explanations For Further Change 

The rest of this paper attempts to develop and expand the theoretical points made 

above. It specifies a model of how various public preferences and attitudes may shape 

electoral system opinion. 

 

Persistence on the Agenda 

A precondition for influence of public opinion on system change is that the matter 

remains on the agenda. There have been four elections in New Zealand under MMP: 

1996, 1999, 2002, and 2005. Consistent with Colomer’s theory, a parliamentary 

review of MMP containing most of the significant veto players recommended no 

change or further referendum at that time (MMP Review Committee, 2001). Yet 

further electoral system change remains an agenda item, although currently not one of 

high priority. The National party, the major party on the centre-right currently in 

Opposition, is not reconciled to MMP. Recently the party has taken a clear position as 

a unitary actor. At its first opportunity National will call a referendum with the 

objective of change to a less proportional system. 
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A further review of the new system is likely anyway, with a probable referendum. 

According to data from the 2005 New Zealand Election Study (NZES), a third of the 

electorate feel strongly that there should be a further referendum on MMP, and only a 

fifth do not want one. Most politicians concede that another referendum will occur. 

The genie remains outside the bottle, with no sign of wishing to return to it.  

 

Systemic Failure? 

Systemic failure is not required for agenda-setting in this case. But evidence of 

systemic failure in terms of PR norms would influence both rational-strategic 

calculation and normative debate evaluating the change to MMP. On this count, the 

record is mixed. The first coalition formed under MMP was unanticipated, but made 

sense given the election results. The New Zealand First party had campaigned against 

the incumbent National government, but joined a majority coalition with National 

(Miller 1998). National had been the plurality winner, with 44 seats to Labour’s 37. 

Labour’s share of the vote in 1996 was its lowest since 1931. Both Labour and 

National lost votes compared to the previous election, but Labour had lost more. 

While not a good start for MMP, these circumstances did not meet the conditions of 

systemic failure. 

 

 The National-New Zealand First coalition dissolved in 1998. A National-led 

government remained, propped up by MPs who had left their parties (Vowles 2000). 

The public response was negative (Karp and Bowler, 2001). One can make a case that 

this offended against PR norms of electoral accountability.  But little more than a year 

later, voters elected a completely different government, a coalition of the Labour and 

Alliance parties, the composition of which was entirely expected. Arguably this 
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indicated that the system could ‘self-correct’.  

 

 Table 1 below displays NZES data indicating that agreement with the statement 

‘my vote really counts’ was relatively high in 1999. Most people felt the new 

government was what had been voted for. Agreement is highest at the two elections 

after which governments changed, one in 1990 under the SMP system and the other in 

1999 under MMP. At the third MMP election in 2002 the break-up of the Alliance 

party while part of the government coalition helped tip a somewhat earlier election 

than expected. Labour retained power with support from the centrist United Future 

Party (Vowles, Aimer, Banducci, Karp and Miller 2004). Relations between Labour 

and the Green party had cooled so there was no clear expectation of a centre-left 

coalition. Agreement with ‘my vote really counts’ fell after the 2002 election. But the 

National party vote had fallen so low that there was little prospect of any other 

outcome than a Labour-led government, so this more likely reflected reality than 

disillusion. 

 

 The 2005 election once more raised systemic issues. Government formation was 

difficult. Several non-major parties gained seats with less than 5 per cent of the party 

vote, the number of party (list) votes that acts as the threshold to gain seats under 

MMP. There is a second threshold for gaining list seats, winning of one or more 

constituencies. It provides a strong incentive for non-major parties to concentrate their 

campaign efforts in a single constituency. Because of effective strategic voting for 

small parties under the SMP system, this mode of small party politics has been well 

understood under MMP. Labour and National tacitly encouraged constituency votes 

for potentially allied parties up to 1999, although the practice ceased in 2002.2  
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Table 1: Electoral and Party System Changes and Perceptions, 1984-2005 

 Effective Actual     
 Elective 

N parties 
Parliamentary 

N parties 
N of 

Parliamentary 
parties 

Two-
party 

 Vote % 

Valid Votes as 
% age-eligible 

population 

‘My Vote 
Really 

Counts’ 

Index of  
Disproportionality 

SMP        
1984 3.0 2.0 3 78.9 85.5 - 15.4 
1987 2.3 1.9 2 92.0 80.0 - 8.8 
1990 2.8 1.7 3 82.9 76.0 79 17.4 
1993 3.5 2.2 4 69.8 76.7 75 18.2 

MMP        
1996 4.4 3.8 6 62.0 78.4 - 4.4 
1999 3.9 3.4 7 69.2 74.9 77 2.9 
2002 4.2 3.8 7 62.2 71.7 69 2.5 
2005 3.0 3.0 8 80.2 76.1 72 1.0 

 
NOTE:  Formulae for calculation of the effective N of parties (according to Laakso and Taagepera) 

and the disproportionality index (Michael Gallagher) can be found in Lijphart 1994, 61, 68-69. 
 
Source:  New Zealand Electoral Commission, 2003, 2006; Nagel 1988; Vowles 2005; NZES 1990-
2005. 
 
 
 The survival of the neo-liberal Act party provides an example of successful 

strategic coordination. Act would otherwise have failed to gain representation in 2005 

with only 1.6 per cent of the party vote. Without coordination between the two parties 

concerned, voters in the Epsom electorate coordinated themselves and rejected their 

incumbent National MP and returned one representing Act, depriving the centre-left 

of two seats, one that would have fallen to Labour, the other to the Greens (Watson 

2006). Agreement with ‘my vote really counts’ slightly increased in 2005 compared 

to 2002, reflecting a much more competitive election. The small increase may reflect 

uncertainty about the outcome. The formation of the government was not announced 

until four weeks after the election, and after many NZES respondents had returned 

their questionnaires. 

 

 After the 2005 election eight parties gained seats, the most so far seen in the 

New Zealand Parliament. Four had less than 5 per cent of the party vote. One, the 
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Maori Party, benefited from a one-seat ‘overhang’, another problematic aspect of 

MMP where a party can win more electorate seats than the total seat entitlement 

calculated from the party vote. As Table 1 shows, in 2005 the combined vote for the 

two largest parties was just over 80 per cent, with a 2-point separation. With party 

system fragmentation concentrated into 20 per cent of the seats held by six parties, 

this was an obvious recipe for difficulties in government formation. The figure for 

New Zealand’s Gallagher index of disproportionality in 2005 was only one. A 

threshold might as well not have existed.  

 

 Thus the Labour-led government moved further into the centre, adding New 

Zealand First to United Future as ‘support’ parties (Geddis 2006). The centre-left was 

four seats short of a parliamentary majority. Neither New Zealand First or United 

Future would agree to Green Ministers in the Cabinet. The reappearance of the New 

Zealand First Party with government support role concerned many not been impressed 

with its earlier history. The leaders of both support parties were given Ministerial 

positions outside of Cabinet, and therefore outside of government, a distinction many 

found puzzling. Even more puzzling was the appointment of the leader of New 

Zealand First, Winston Peters, as Minister of Foreign Affairs, a senior position for 

someone claiming not to belong to the government. One can hypothesise that the 

announcement of these arrangements would have had a negative effect on opinions 

about PR. 

 

Knowledge and Information 

For normative principles to influence electoral system opinion in a mass public, 

knowledge and information are required. Do people recall – or know, in the case of 
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younger voters – about ‘wrong winner’ problems under a plurality system?  Do they 

understand the concept of proportionality and why plurality elections often produce 

high disproportionality? Research findings indicate lack of support for MMP is 

associated with low public knowledge about MMP and the SMP system (Vowles, 

Karp, Banducci and Aimer 2002, 169-170). Slightly less than half the electorate 

agreed in 2005 that ‘the party with the most votes is more likely to get the most seats 

under MMP than under first past the post’. 18 per cent disagreed, the rest did not 

know. Knowledge of the system is likely to be related to experience. If so, younger 

people who have participated at more PR than plurality elections could be more likely 

to support PR. 

 

 Rational choice theorists of electoral system change often assume that ‘political 

actors are quite conscious of their range of actions and the consequences of those 

actions’ (Benoit 2004, 4). Yet rational choice approaches are also capable of 

modelling what people are likely do with limited information, and need to do so when 

electoral system change is ‘taken to the people’.  

 

Rational Choice Theories 

A standard rational choice approach in situations of low information identifies the 

cues parties give to their voters. Partisan interest can be measured by testing to what 

extent National party voters line up behind their party’s opposition to MMP. Those 

with preferences for parties other than National and Labour are more likely to support 

PR. However where politicians and associated elites are no longer the exclusive focus, 

the confidence and trust that citizens have in politicians becomes relevant. The less 

confidence and trust in politicians, the less likely their cues will be effective.  
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 Rational actor interests can be measured in other dimensions than that of 

partisanship. As women and minorities are more likely to be elected to office in 

systems in multi-member constituencies, of which party lists form the best example, 

women should be more likely to support PR (Matland and Studlar 1996; Matland 

1998). New Zealand’s indigenous Maori have also benefited in terms of increased 

representation under MMP. On similar grounds, they should favour PR. 

 

Normative Principles 

If normative principles are to influence future deliberation about PR, what principles? 

Because change is recent, they will not necessarily be confined to those of the 

proportional model. Discourse evaluating of MMP may also be in terms of the 

normative principles of the SMP system, particularly among those who have not 

accommodated themselves to PR. A major objection to MMP lies in the 

uncomfortable positions of list MPs who suffer from a legitimacy problem, as the 

traditional role of a constituency MP under the plurality system survives as a model to 

which they cannot normally conform (Ward 1998). 

 

 Wide normative debate took place before the two referendums establishing PR 

in New Zealand, much of which has been documented (McRobie 1993). Because not 

all citizens are orientated to party positions, to the extent that they understand the 

main differences between electoral systems, people’s social values and personality 

types may influence their views. PR systems tend to increase the number of veto 

players, making them more attractive to people that distrust politicians. On the other 

hand, anti-politician sentiment helped mobilise support for MMP but trust in 
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politicians, improved under MMP, is still low. MMP is now the focus for anti-

politician sentiments that developed under the SMP system. The claim that there are 

too many MPs and that politicians are insufficiently accountable survives under 

MMP, is less pervasive, but still strong (Vowles, Aimer, Karp, Banducci and Miller 

2004, 174). Trust could either be associated with opposition to the plurality system or 

support for it. If distrust is shaped by negative sentiments about politicians governing 

under PR it will be associated with opposition to PR. If it is shaped by awareness that 

PR constrains politicians, distrust will be associated with support for PR. 

 

Other normative beliefs about power distribution could be significant in shaping 

electoral system opinions. Preference for coalition governments will be associated 

with support for PR. Because plurality systems are known for decisive and strong 

government, persons who tend to authoritarianism are more likely to prefer them 

(Lamare and Vowles 1996). Crosscutting the authoritarian-liberal dimension could be 

populism, the belief that ordinary people rather than elites should make political 

decisions. Another set of relevant normative beliefs could be related to fairness. If 

people do understand the principle of proportionality, they may support it as being 

fair. Indeed, understanding the idea of PR and associating it with fairness to political 

parties is associated with support for MMP (Banducci and Karp 1999; Vowles, Karp 

and Banducci 2000).  

 

 The following list summarises the hypotheses and outlines how they may be 

operationalised on the basis of an analysis of New Zealand Election Study data from 

1999 onwards, and particularly that collected after the 2005 election. 
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A:  Rational Actor Self-Interest 

1.  National voters will oppose PR. 

2.  Voters for parties other than National and Labour will support PR. 

3.   Voters moving from minor parties to a major party will oppose PR. 

4.  Women and Maori will more likely to support PR.  

 

B:  Systemic Failure 

5.  Support for PR will have fallen after the announcement of the post-2005 

government because it offended against voters’ expectations. 

6.  Belief that votes do not count will reduce support for PR because voters do not 

trust politicians to form a government of which they approve. 

7.  Belief that there are too many parties will reduce support for PR because they 

make it less likely government arrangements will reflect public preferences. 

 

C.  Information 

6.  Those understanding how the MMP system works are more likely to support it. 

7.  Younger voters who have more experience of MMP than the plurality system as 

compared to older voters will be more likely to support PR 

 

D.  Norms 

7.  People who favour coalition government will support PR, and those who 

support single party government will support the SMP system. 

8.  People of an authoritarian disposition who therefore favour strong government 

will oppose PR. 

9.  If distrust in government is based on anti-politician sentiment, it will be 
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associated with opposition to PR because politicians are now associated with 

MMP; if as a consequence of distrust that is based in other perceptions, distrust 

leads to a belief that politicians should be constrained, then distrusting voters 

will support PR.  

10.  Populism based on anti-elite sentiment will be associated with opposition to PR. 

11.  People who associated fairness with PR will be more likely to support it. 

12. Dislike of list MPs will be associated with opposition to PR and indicates the 

persistence of plurality-related norms in electoral system evaluation. 

 
 
Table 2: Support for MMP/PR and FPP/Alternative by Party Voters 
 
Referendum 
vote 
1993  

National  Labour  NZ First  Alliance/Green  All 

MMP  24  68  69  82  54 
FPP  74  28  26  15  46 
N  635  631  151  329  (official result) 
% vote 35.1 34.7 8.4 18.2  
      
2005 Preference      
MMP/PR 26 60 59 85 48 
FPP/Other 75 40 41 15 52 
N 736 711 105 104  
% vote 39.1 41.1 5.7 5.3  
 
NOTE: The 2005 MMP/PR category includes all PR preferences, plus the single transferable vote 

(STV), chosen by 3 per cent. 
Sources: 1993 and 2005 NZES. 
 
 
 Addressing the party-centred proportions hypotheses 1 to 3, Table 2 displays 

distributions of party vote by electoral system opinion in 2005 compared to 1993 

referendum vote by general election vote, excluding those with no opinion. The 2005 

question on electoral system opinion included other options than MMP or STV, so the 

comparison with referendum vote is not exact. A shift of opinion against PR is 

apparent in the 2005 data compared to 1993. In 2002, there was also a small majority 

in favour of MMP (Vowles, Aimer, Banducci, Karp and Miller 2004, 146). Given big 
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changes in party support toward one of the two major players between the 2002 and 

2005 elections, reasons for the shift in electoral opinion may lie there. Somewhat 

unexpectedly, the Table indicates about the same minority support for MMP or PR 

among National voters in 1993 as in 2005, and a decline in MMP/PR support among 

groups of voters that had been more likely to support MMP in the past. There is a 

shift in votes towards the major parties, whose voters are less likely to support 

MMP/PR, and weaker support for MMP/PR among small party voters.  

 
Table 3: Proportionality vs. Single-Party Governments 
 
 One Party More 

than Half 
Same Seats as 

Votes  
Don't Know N 

1999 38 48 14 5867 
     
2002  39 51 10 5628 

Nonvote 38 45 17 1291 
Labour 46 45 9 1711 

National 52 41 7 868 
Green 10 82 7 297 

NZ First 36 56 9 432 
Other 27 67 6 846 

2005 43 45 12 2734 
Nonvote 41 39 20 532 

Labour 43 46 11 882 
National 56 36 9 832 

Green 13 79 8 116 
NZ First 32 55 12 121 

Other 20 65 15 192 
 
The question was: ‘Which of the following is most important to you? That one party has more than half 
the seats in Parliament so it can (easily) govern on its own? OR that parties have about the same 
percentage of seats in Parliament as their percent of the party vote?’ 
 
 
 A better estimate of opinion about proportionality is shown in Table 3. This is 

from a question only asked after electoral system change. The key test of opinion 

between the SMP system and PR is the trade-off between single-party majority 

government and proportionality. PR is explained as generating the same shares of 

seats and votes. As many people do not understand the concept of PR, this is the best 

way to estimate support for the principle. Support for PR as measured in this question 

does not fully coincide with support for MMP, but support for MMP increases the 
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more people understand that it is proportional (Vowles, Banducci and Karp 2000). 

Assuming public learning takes place before the votes are cast, in a future referendum 

we would expect a closer correspondence to develop between support for MMP and 

proportionality. 

 

 The Table shows there is support for PR even when people are asked to trade it 

off against single party majority government, with a 12-point margin in 2002. That 

gap narrowed in 2005, to ‘too close to call’. Support for PR declines slightly among 

those who did not vote and by five points among National voters. As the National 

vote nearly doubled in 2005 from 20.9 per cent to 39.1 per cent, the decline in support 

for proportionality is associated with that change. 

 

 Table 4 confirms this and is based on the flows of the votes between 2002 and 

2005 from panel data. Changes in respondent’s responses to the 

proportionality/majority government question are measured by scaling support for PR 

as 100, don’t knows at 50, and support for single party majority government at 0. The 

top figure in each cell indicates the change in the mean for the respondents in that cell 

calculated from the differences in their responses to the proportionality question in 

2005 and 2002. Except for the bottom row of column percentages, the figures in 

brackets indicate the cell percentages for each group of respondents as a proportion of 

the sample. Consistent nonvoters were the biggest group reducing support for PR, as 

did all nonvoters but those who had voted Labour in 2002.3 The two next most 

important groups were stable National voters and non-major party voters moving to 

National. All groups in the National column reduced their support for PR, those 

moving from National from Labour the least. Small party switchers to the major 
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parties were similar to stable major party voters. 

 
Table 4: Changes of Opinion on Proportionality by ‘Flow of the Vote’ Groups, 
2002-2005. 
2002 2005 
% change 
(Cell %) 

 
Nonvote Labour National Other 

Nonvote 
 

-21 
(10) 

-8 
(5) 

-13 
(4) 

0 
(3) 

Labour 
 

0 
(5) 

1 
(21) 

-6 
(4) 

4 
(2) 

National 
 

-13 
(2) 

-25 
(1) 

-13 
(12) 

11 
(1) 

Other 
 

-26 
(3) 

0 
(5) 

-13 
(11) 

-3 
(10) 

N=1560 
(Column %) (20) (33) (31) (16) 

 
Source: NZES Panel Study, 2005-2002.  
 
 
 Table 5 displays four logit models showing how the various explanatory 

variables shape opinion on PR. The first model tests partisan effects with social 

structure controls including gender and age. The second adds various normative 

positions. They channel some of the partisan effects, adding their own explanatory 

force. The third model adds whether or not the questionnaire was completed after the 

announcement of the formation of the government.  The fourth model adds preference 

for coalition or single-party government to assess how much the coalition aspect of 

the dependent variable can be separated from opinion about proportionality.  

 

 There is no evidence that women are more likely to support PR. Nor are Maori: 

if anything, the non-significant finding goes in the other direction. Across all models, 

voters for non-major parties are more likely to support PR. National voters’ 

opposition to PR loses substance and significance after addition of normative 

variables. This may mean that partisan interests remain primary but are channelled 

through the values shaping opposition to PR.  
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 Table 5: Same Votes/Same Seats Against Preference for Single-Party Majority Government 
 

 B S.E.   Prb  B S.E.   Prb  B S.E.   Prb  B S.E.   Prb 
Age -0.02 0.00 ** -42  -0.02 0.00 ** -40  -0.02 0.00 ** -42  -0.02 0.00 ** -41 
Female 0.14 0.09  3  0.09 0.10  2  0.10 0.10  2  -0.07 0.11  -2 
Occupation (Non-Manual)                    
Manual household -0.05 0.10  -1  0.06 0.11  2  0.07 0.11  2  0.06 0.12  2 
Farming Household -0.03 0.19  -1  0.13 0.20  3  0.13 0.20  3  0.37 0.23  9 
Union Household -0.14 0.10  -4  -0.26 0.11 * -6  -0.25 0.11 * -6  -0.22 0.13  -6 
University Degree 0.70 0.11 ** 17  0.46 0.12 ** 11  0.45 0.12 ** 11  0.41 0.14 ** 10 
Maori -0.06 0.14  -2  -0.25 0.15  -6  -0.24 0.15  -6  -0.33 0.17  -8 
Vote (Labour)                    
Vote Non-Major Party 1.00 0.14 ** 23  1.01 0.16 ** 24  0.99 0.16 ** 24  0.68 0.18 ** 17 
Did Not Vote -0.16 0.13  -4  0.06 0.14  1  0.07 0.14  2  0.14 0.16  4 
Vote National -0.52 0.11 ** -13  -0.08 0.13  -2  -0.10 0.13  -2  0.11 0.15  3 
Decisions to Grass Roots      -0.03 0.21  -1  -0.02 0.21  -1  -0.27 0.23  -7 
MMP Fairer      3.36 0.22 ** 68  3.35 0.22 ** 68  1.86 0.25 ** 43 
Trusts Government      -0.76 0.22 ** -19  -0.76 0.22 ** -19  -0.96 0.25 ** -24 
Wants Strong Leaders      -0.98 0.20 ** -24  -0.98 0.20 ** -24  -0.68 0.22 ** -17 
Vote Counts      -0.08 0.07  -10  -0.07 0.07  -9  -0.09 0.08  -11 
Political Knowledge      0.05 0.20  1  0.04 0.20  1  0.07 0.22  2 
Approve List MPs      0.10 0.04 * 7  0.10 0.04 * 7  0.09 0.05  7 
Too Many Small Parties      -0.10 0.09  -8  -0.09 0.09  -7  -0.04 0.10  -3 
After Government Formed           -0.33 0.12 * -8  -0.47 0.13 ** -12 
Prefers Coalition                2.41 0.12 ** 54 
Constant 0.88 0.18 **   -0.03 0.32    0.09 0.33    -0.30 0.37   
Cox & Snell R-Squared (N) 0.11   (2353)  0.23   (2353)  0.23   (2352)  0.37   (2347) 
% concordant 64.4     71.9     72.3        78.9 

* Statistically significant at p<.05 ** Statistically significant at p<.01 
NOTES: Logit estimates and minimum-maximum probabilities (significant in bold). For further details including question texts see Appendix. 
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 Confirmation of a systemic failure hypothesis is found in lower support for PR by 8 

per cent after the announcement of the composition of the government. Fragmentation of 

the small party vote and consequent government arrangements had an apparent adverse 

effect on confidence in the electoral system. However, concern about the number of 

parties represented in Parliament has no effects, nor did agreement or disagreement that 

one’s vote counts. 

 

Figure 2: Support For PR By Age Groups, 2005 Election 
 

 
Source: 2005 NZES 
 
 
 

 Political knowledge about key aspects of MMP had no effects.4 However, the 

university-educated were more likely to support PR, as were younger voters, particularly 

those under 30. Most would not have been eligible to vote under the old SMP system. 

Figure 2 comes from a bivariate cross-tabulation of per cent supporting PR across of age 

groups. The 30-39 age group is evenly split. Older voters tend to favour the SMP system, 
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but not quite as strongly as the younger voters favour PR. In future support for PR may 

increase as young people enter the electorate and old people leave it, although, of course, 

opinions could change as younger voters age. Table 6 shows selected correlations among 

key independent variables. Knowledge is slightly higher among older voters. 

 
 
Table 6: Correlations Among Key Independent Variables 

Pearson 
Correlations Age  

Trust 
Government  

Strong 
Leaders  Knowledge  

Age         
Trust Government 0.13 **       
Strong Leaders 0.04 * -0.11 **     
Knowledge 0.11 ** 0.04 * -0.03    
MMP Fair -0.10 ** 0.12 ** -0.15 ** 0.16 ** 
         
** Significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
* Significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 
 

 Normative positions show strong effects. Those who disapprove of the performance 

of list MPs are more likely to oppose PR. Belief that MMP is fair disposes people to 

support PR, and is found more among younger voters. Those who want strong leaders are 

much more likely to oppose PR. Those who distrust government are more likely to 

support PR, presumably because it tends to constrain governments.  Distrust in 

government partly drove MMP support in 1993 (Lamare and Vowles 1996). This still 

continues. Recovery in trust of government since 1993 may have perversely weakened 

support for PR. In 1993 only 31 per cent trusted government compared to 45 per cent in 

2005 (Vowles, Aimer, Karp, Banducci and Miller 2004, 174). Trust and more 

authoritarian views are found more among older voters but authoritarianism is less age-

related. Trust and authoritarianism correlate with age in the same direction. Distrust is 
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more likely among the young, authoritarianism among the old. 

  

 The question about ‘decisions at the grass roots’ indicates this form of populism is 

not significantly associated with opposition to PR. There is a bivariate relationship that 

drops out of significance after taking into account the effects of education. Preference for 

coalition government adds to the explanatory force of the model but does not appear to 

channel the effects of many of the other variables: it soaks up some non-major party 

effects, and some effects of fairness, but these still remain significant and strong.5 

 

 

Conclusions 

After the 2005 election in New Zealand those taking sides on the trade-off between PR 

and single party majority government were evenly divided. Factors disposing New 

Zealanders to take one side or the other were cross cutting. Under MMP, trust in 

government recovered, yet this is a disposition associated with opposition to PR. Support 

for proportional representation sagged among groups one might expect to support it: 

women, Maori, and union households. Despite stronger cues against it from their party, 

National voters supported MMP as strongly as in 1993. 36 per cent supported PR against 

single-party majority government, albeit a somewhat smaller proportion than in 2002. 

Labour voters supported MMP, but more strongly than they supported PR over majority 

single-party government, on which they are evenly divided. 

 

 All voters for a party are unlikely to line up behind its electoral system position. 
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Where parties do not take stands we would expect even more variation. National voters 

were disposed to oppose MMP about as much as in 1993. Then their cues were less 

obvious although better publicised during the two referendums. Such effects disappear 

with normative positions added to the models. Almost certainly partisan considerations 

run through these. We cannot specify the precise point where partisan norm-shaping 

gives way to more independently generated preferences. Expressed through norms, 

National voters’ partisan element of opposition to PR is relatively sophisticated. Voters 

for parties other than National and Labour are more likely to support PR without 

associated normative positions, or at least those captured here. Only preference for 

coalition government shapes some of their position’s content.  

 

 Many people’s views are shaped by norms independent of vote choice. Belief in 

fairness in the translation of votes into seats, distrust of government, and dislike of strong 

leaders are strong normative arguments for PR. Disagreement with fairness in those 

terms, trust in government, and willingness to defer to authority are associated with 

opposition to PR. These normative positions outweigh the apparent effects of rational 

self-interest, partisan or otherwise, although do not swamp them. 

 

 Political knowledge has no effects although university education is associated with 

support for PR. Support for PR among the young with little or no experience of the SMP 

system is unexpectedly powerful. Those who experienced the SMP system in the 1970s 

and 1980s might have supported PR more. More of this group would have supported 

MMP in 1992 and 1993. The young, with no such experience, might have been more 
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susceptible to arguments for SMP. Yet those who began voting in the early 1980s are 

evenly divided, and those who experienced the two ‘wrong winner’ elections of 1978 and 

1981 are less disposed to proportionality. This is despite those over 40 being far more 

likely to understand that MMP is more proportional than the SMP system than those 

under 40. Fairness apparently drives the young to favour PR despite their lesser 

likelihood of knowing MMP is more likely to deliver fairness in those terms. 

 

 The other substantial effect is a drop in support for PR after the announcement of 

the composition of the government. While ‘systemic failure’ is not the appropriate 

description, the arrangement offended against expectations. Choice of two small parties 

to support the government, the prior history of one, and the ambiguity of the relationships 

seem to have shifted many against PR. This effect may or may not be lasting, depending 

on the performance of the government. 

 

 A rational choice explanation of the shift in New Zealand public opinion from 

majority support for PR in 2002 to a tight margin in 2005 would focus on the recovery of 

the two-party vote and the cues delivered by one major party in favour of majority 

government. This is a goal possible under MMP if a party gains above 45 per cent of the 

party vote and small parties gather significant party votes without crossing the threshold. 

But National lost the election, and the threshold failed to exclude any small party. Labour 

gave no such cues in 2005. Polling indicated no chance of majority government for 

Labour, but prior experience probably warned the party off such a strategy. Labour’s 

campaign in 2002 had begun with publicly expressed hopes for majority government 
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rapidly abandoned after adverse public reaction and sliding polls. A plausible 

interpretation of the 2002 election was a ‘voters’ veto’ of a Labour majority, although of 

course the picture was more complex (Vowles, Aimer, Banducci, Karp, and Miller 2004, 

187-191).  

 

 National voters were as likely to support MMP in 2005 as they were in 1993. 

Support for MMP and PR appears to have fallen among former supporters, some of 

whom should have continued to do so on rational choice grounds. New voters entering 

the electorate offset that trend, more consistent with a socialisation or learning model. In 

2005 there was a clear National party position against MMP, and a National party 

campaign for majority government. National probably enhanced the level of historic 

opposition to PR among its voters, and substantially grew its vote, helping to move 

opinions for and against PR to a dead heat. The shift against PR may be mostly explicable 

in rational choice terms, but the overall structure of PR opinion seems more strongly 

grounded in norms. Electoral system opinions are complex. Currents move in different 

directions.  

 

 As for the future, when the matter moves up the agenda, elite cues are likely to 

intensify. How much public learning takes place within a pre-referendum campaign will 

greatly shape the outcome: the more learning, the better the odds for MMP. Much will 

depend on the immediate political context: as Shugart puts it, how people then perceive 

the capacity of the electoral system to ‘deliver the kind of connection between the vote 

and the formation of executive authority’ that is expected based on normative criteria. An 
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ineffective threshold and a continued major influence of very small parties on 

government formation could influence opinion against PR. Evaluations of systemic 

failure or success will have an influence far beyond agenda-setting. Theorists of electoral 

systems should be considering ways to incorporate these insights into their models. 
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APPENDIX: Variables for Table 5 
 
Source: 2005 NZES (for details see www.nzes.org) 
 
The models are binomial logistic regressions. Missing values were substituted by variable 
means. Probability estimates are % effects from minimum to maximum of the 
independent variables, all other variables held constant at the means, except for 
occupation and vote, where the other variables in each group are set at 0 in order to 
measure effects against the reference category. 
 
Dependent Variable 
Favours PR=1, Favours single party majority government=0. The don’t knows are 
excluded. For text of question see Notes, Table 3. 
 
Independent Variables  
After Government Formed is a dummy variable identifying responses produced after the 
government’s composition on October 17 was announced as 1, those before as 0. 
Age in Years is a scale from the oldest respondent at 1 and the youngest as 0. 
Vote variables are 1 or 0 dummies with Labour vote as the reference category. 
Prefers Coalition: ‘Generally speaking, do you prefer a government made up of a single 
party or a coalition government made up of more than one party?  Coalition=1, don’t 
know .5, Single party=0. 
Decisions to Grass Roots: ‘We could probably solve most of our big problems if 
decisions could be brought back to people at the grass roots’. Five-point scale, strongly 
agree=1 to strongly disagree=0. 
MMP Fairer: ‘MMP is much fairer than the old first past the post system’. Five-point 
scale, strongly agree=1 to strongly disagree=0. 
Trusts Government: ‘You can trust the Government to do what is right most of the time’. 
Five-point scale, strongly agree=1 to strongly disagree=0. 
Wants Strong Leaders: ‘A few strong leaders could make this country better than all the 
laws and talk’. Five-point scale, strongly agree=1 to strongly disagree=0. 
Vote Counts: ‘My Vote really counts in elections’. Five-point scale, strongly agree=1 to 
strongly disagree=0. 
Political Knowledge. Four-point scale based on addition of correct responses to three 
knowledge questions: ‘Can you recall which party or parties formed the government after 
the 2002 election” (Correct: Labour and Progressive Coalition); Can you recall which of 
the following as party has to do to cross the threshold: win 5% of party votes OR win at 
least one electorate (correct) or win 5% of party votes AND win at least one electorate 
(incorrect); ‘The party with the most votes is more likely to get the most seats under 
MMP than under first past the post’. (Correct: Agree). 
Approval of List MPs: ‘Overall, did you approve or disapprove of the way list MPs in 
general were handling their jobs over the last three years’. Five-point scale, strongly 
approve=1 to strongly disapprove=0. 
Too Many Small Parties: Would you say that in the New Zealand Parliament there are 
too many political parties, about the right number of parties, or not enough parties?’. Too 
many 1, about the right number 0.5, too few 0. 
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NOTES 
                                                
1 See Lamare and Vowles 1996 for the only attempt to address these issues. 
2 1996: Ohariu-Belmont, where National did not stand against the United MP; Wellington 
Central, where National signalled that its supporters should vote for the ACT party, and 
not National’s local candidate, and they did so; 1999, a repeat performance by National in 
Ohariu-Belmont (but not in Wellington Central); Labour signalled its desire for its 
supporters to vote Green in Coromandel, once more against its own candidate, leading to 
a Green victory. But both Labour and National ceased coordination from the top in 2002 
and 2005. National began standing against United in Ohariu-Belmont in 2002, and did 
not give any support to the strong and successful Act campaign in Epsom in 2005.  
3 This raises the question: did disillusion with PR dispose these people, particularly those 
shifting into nonvote from small parties, from voting?  Note that turnout went up overall, 
and higher turnout is normally associated with PR. However, this possibility cannot be 
ruled out. 
4 If the dependent variable were support/opposition to MMP, this could be different, as 
earlier research has indicated that understanding that MMP is a proportional system is 
associated with their support for it (see Vowles, Karp, and Banducci 2000). 
5 A similar model for the 2002 election indicates that the prime reasons for the narrowing 
of the gap between supporters and opponents of PR were: increased polarisation by age in 
2005, with a somewhat larger number of older respondents less likely to support PR in 
2005 than 2002, but with younger respondents more in favour in 2005.  Women were 
significantly more favourable to PR in 2005, but evenly divided in 2005.  The proportion 
of National voters increased significantly in 2005, and they became less supportive of PR, 
as Table 3 indicates.  


