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Abstract: In list proportional representation (PR) systems, parties shape political selection. We propose a theory of party list
choice and elections in list PR systems. Our results describe how a party allocates candidates of heterogeneous quality across
list ranks depending on (1) its policy goals and (2) its competitive environment. We test our predictions on the universe of
Swedish local politicians from 1991 to 2014. Although parties assign better candidates to higher ranks at all ballot levels,
the pattern is most pronounced among electorally advantaged parties that have the strongest prospect of controlling the
executive. Our findings challenge conventional accounts of candidate selection in which parties prioritize candidate quality
in their nomination strategies only when constrained by electoral incentives.

Verification Material: The materials and data required to verify the computational reproducibility of the procedures,
results and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the Harvard
Dataverse Network, at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/UQPIKX.

The quality of politicians is a fundamental input to
effective government. In theory, elections place
the responsibility of selecting competent officials

in the hands of voters. In practice, however, political
parties act as gate-keepers to aspiring candidates. Par-
ties therefore determine the choices available to voters
and, ultimately, the quality of elected officials. In order
to understand political selection, we must understand the
forces that shape how parties choose their candidates.

The premise of existing work on candidate selection
is that the interests of party elites and voters mis-align.
Although voters prefer more skilled and able politicians
(Stokes 1963), party elites are prone to select candidates
on the basis of non-quality considerations, such as loy-
alty, ideological congruence or seniority. Party leaders

may intentionally pass over an outstanding candidate
to protect their power and influence over party rents
(Galasso and Nannicini 2011), or to curb free-riding by
other candidates (Mattozzi and Merlo 2015). Only elec-
torally vulnerable parties should therefore be expected to
promote high-quality candidates, or implicitly commit
to do so through institutional reforms such as primary
elections (Slough, York, and Ting 2020).

Our article re-examines this perspective in the con-
text of multi-member districts under list proportional
representation (‘list PR’) electoral rules. These rules
govern the election of approximately two-thirds of the
world’s national legislatures – far in excess of those that
are contested in single-member districts (SMDs).1 Yet,
they are inherently complex relative to SMD elections.
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Under SMD, a party’s ballot is an individual candidate;
under list PR, it is a ranking of multiple candidates. This
generates a richer set of nomination strategies for politi-
cal parties. It is also difficult to conceptualize voting be-
haviour, because the link between a vote for a party list or
a candidate and election outcomes is much less clear-cut
than in single-member systems.

Our article asks: do parties contribute to positive po-
litical selection by promoting better candidates to higher
ranks? How is list design impacted by a party’s compet-
itive environment? And, what can real-world lists reveal
about how voters and parties prioritize candidate quality
in the selection process?

To address these questions, we develop a theoretical
framework to study strategic list choice in PR contexts. In
our model, each party has a pool of candidates that are
differentiated by their observable valence. Parties order
their candidates in a list; all else equal, a higher position
on the list implies a higher prospect of election. Voters
have partisan preferences, but also prefer more compe-
tent candidates.2 Parties win seats in proportion to their
vote shares.

We formulate hypotheses about the empirical rela-
tionship between list rank and candidate quality, as a
function of a party’s competitive environment, how vot-
ers evaluate lists, and the electoral and policy priorities of
party elites. Our main prediction, the Top-Down hypoth-
esis, identifies conditions under which (1) parties place
better candidates in higher list ranks, and (2) the incen-
tive to do so is strongest for electorally advantaged parties
– those that are relatively likely to wield executive author-
ity due to a partisan or popularity advantage. By contrast,
a Marginal Rank hypothesis identifies conditions under
which parties allocate more able candidates to marginal
ballot positions.3

Our theoretical framework applies to any parliamen-
tary context – local or national – in which (i) voters select
politicians to represent them in multi-member districts
under closed or flexible (i.e. not completely open) list PR
and (ii) candidate selection decisions are not completely
decentralized, so that the notion of a party’s selectorate
is meaningful.

To test our predictions, we make use of a compre-
hensive dataset from Sweden. Our empirical analysis

2In the Swedish National Election Survey, electing ‘competent
politicians that can handle the country’s affairs’ consistently ranks
as a key motivation for party choice, on par with party ideology.
Across a range of empirical operationalizations, more competent
politicians draw more preference votes (Dal Bó et al. 2017; Loewen
et al. 2014; Williams and Indridason 2018).

3A related formulation of the Marginal Rank hypothesis appears
in Galasso and Nannicini (2015). Svitáková and Šoltés (2020) re-
port positive evidence for the Marginal Rank hypothesis in a large
sample of list PR elections in the Czech Republic.

focuses on municipal elections, where the local branches
of the established national political parties operate in
nearly every one of the 290 municipalities. Each munic-
ipality operates as a classic parliamentary democracy,
with elections to the council (i.e. legislative assembly)
and subsequent appointment of the mayor (i.e. the chief
executive) by the largest party in the governing coalition.
Parties that are represented in the parliament also have
local party branches across all, or most, municipalities
and these local parties enjoy complete autonomy in
determining the rank-order of their electoral ballots
(we describe the process, below).

Our analysis leverages administrative data on the
universe of nominated and elected Swedish politicians
between 1991 and 2014. These data are high-quality,
never self-reported and contain very few missing values.
We use the information in these registers to construct
four distinct measures of candidate quality, based on
leadership skills, cognitive abilities, labour market out-
comes and education.

In each of seven elections we generate the complete
quality-rank ordering of candidates, as well as measures
of which ranks are electorally marginal, for over 6,000
local parties. With this level of statistical power, we can
comprehensively evaluate our predictions, even after re-
stricting to subsets of the data where our theoretical
model predicts the clearest empirical patterns.

We find strong support for the Top-Down hypoth-
esis, and decisively reject the Marginal Rank hypothesis.
In particular, we find that advantaged parties display the
strongest (positive) relationship between ballot rank and
quality, even excluding top ranks that are traditionally re-
served for leadership positions. The advantaged parties
– that face the weakest electoral constraints – are most
likely to place better candidates in higher ranks at all bal-
lot levels.

Contribution

Because our empirical setting reflects a classical parlia-
mentary democracy, the significance of our findings ex-
tends beyond the Swedish context.

We bring new theory and evidence to bear on the
question of how electoral systems affect intra-party or-
ganization and candidate selection. Scholars have de-
voted considerable effort to understanding candidate se-
lection in single-member electoral contexts, where ‘the
primary is [not] a method of nomination; it is the elec-
tion’ (Key 1964). The choice of candidate selection pro-
cess reflects competing objectives within a party’s selec-
torate – for example, obtaining better quality candidates
through more competition at the nomination stage (e.g.



716 PETER BUISSERET, OLLE FOLKE, CARLO PRATO, AND JOHANNA RICKNE

via primaries) versus obtaining candidates that are more
aligned with party elites (Serra 2011; Snyder and Ting
2011, or Slough, York, and Ting 2020). In line with this
perspective, we also generate predictions about candidate
nomination outcomes as the resolution of competing ob-
jectives within a party’s selectorate, but with a focus on
list PR and multi-member districts.

Our contributions are theoretical and methodolog-
ical. Theoretically, we propose a new model of electoral
competition with strategic list formation and instru-
mental voting that applies to any parliamentary setting.
Methodologically, we develop a new measure of competi-
tiveness that is specific to each rank within each party list,
and improves upon extant measures focusing exclusively
on inter-party competition.

Knowledge of which ranks for each party are safe,
vulnerable or sure losses is necessary to study the allo-
cation of candidates within a list. Our method addresses
this need and its value extends beyond the present arti-
cle. For example, it could be used to study the differen-
tial assignment of ranks based on gender, socioeconomic
background or ethnicity.

Contrary to a large body of work on the effects of
electoral rules on inter-party competition – for example,
the number of parties (Duverger 1959), our focus is on
their consequences for intra-party organization. Scholars
have acknowledged the importance of party’s legislative
hierarchy for electoral outcomes. Unique to our study is
the focus on parties’ ranks in list PR: in single-member
contexts (e.g. Weingast and Marshall 1988), only one
candidate appears on the ballot for each party – making
the electoral hierarchy degenerate in any single race in
any given district. In open-list settings (e.g. Patty et al.
2019), the party’s list ranking plays a much lesser role
than either closed- or flexible-list rules in determining
the order in which candidates are elected. Our work
therefore joins a small literature that conceptualizes lists
as an expression of a party’s internal hierarchy in closed
and flexible list PR, and studies how these hierarchies are
shaped by a party’s electoral environment (André et al.
2015; Crutzen and Sahuguet 2017; Hobolt and Høyland
2011; Nemoto and Shugart 2013).

A few closely related papers show how lists can pro-
vide incentives for effort provision (Crutzen, Flamand,
and Sahuguet 2020; Kselman 2020), act as internal con-
tests for promotion (Folke, Persson, and Rickne 2016;
Meriläinen and Tukiainen 2018) or encourage incum-
bents to toe the party line (Alemán et al. 2020; Buisseret
and Prato 2020).4 Cox et al. (2020) argue that better can-

4Carroll and Nalepa (2020) show how party leaders may use other
instruments than the list in order to achieve party cohesion.

didate quality and effort are complements in campaign-
ing. They propose that parties assign better candidates
to higher list ranks because the rewards associated with
more senior ranks motivate candidate effort. Although
both frameworks highlight incentives for parties to locate
stronger candidates in safer ranks, ours uniquely pre-
dicts that this incentive is strongest for electorally advan-
taged parties.

Closest to our work is Matakos et al. (2018), who also
identify a trade-off between a party’s electoral support
and its post-election success. In their setting, the trade-
off turns on the ideological composition of the list, that
is, cohesion versus breadth of electoral appeal, in contrast
with our focus on candidate quality.

Model

Our benchmark model focuses on a closed list PR set-
ting, but our predictions apply to both closed and flexible
systems (our sample covers both).5 Our benchmark also
streamlines presentation by focusing on a council with
five seats and a single executive position (the mayor). In
Supplemental Appendix A (p. 1), we extend our predic-
tions to councils with an arbitrary number of seats and
executive positions.

Agents

We consider an interaction between a unit mass of vot-
ers and two political parties, A and B. The parties com-
pete in an election for control of a legislative assem-
bly, which consists of five elected representatives. The
assembly could represent a national parliament, or a
municipal council. Each party fields five candidates that
differ in their observed quality (or, valence) q; without
loss of generality we denote candidates by their qual-
ity level: q ∈ Q ≡ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}, where q = 1 denotes the
lowest level, and q = 5 denotes the highest level.

The interaction proceeds in two stages: an election,
followed by a legislative interaction.

Election

Each party simultaneously chooses a list that determines
the order in which its candidates appear on the ballot.
Specifically, a list lJ for party J ∈ {A, B} is an element of

5In an Appendix available upon request, we formally extend our
framework to flexible list settings.
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the set L of strict orderings over Q, and lJ (k) denotes the
kth element of lJ .6

Our baseline model focuses on closed list contexts.
Thus, voters cast their ballots in an election for one of
the two party lists. After votes are cast, each party is al-
located sJ seats, with sA + sB = 5. Seat allocation is pro-
portional to the vote share: for each seat k ∈ {1, . . . , 5}
there is a threshold vote share π(k) ∈ (0, 1) that a party
must win in order to secure that seat. So, when party
J ’s vote share πJ is between π(k) and π(k + 1), sJ = k,
and s−J = 5 − k. In keeping with real-world PR systems,
we impose π(3) = 1

2 and π(k) = 1 − π(6 − k) for all
k ∈ {1, . . . , 5}.

After the election, each party allocates its seats to the
first sJ candidates that appear on its list, denoted SJ ≡
{lJ (1), . . . , lJ (sJ )}. The assembly S ≡ SA ∪ SB is headed
by a chief executive m ∈ S. In our empirical context, m
is the mayor; in a national election, it could represent the
prime minister. The party obtaining a majority selects the
chief executive among its elected candidates.

Voters care about the quality of governance, which
depends positively on the quality (or valence) of the chief
executive, m, and on the average quality of the assem-
bly,

∑
i∈S

i
5 ≡ q. These preferences are represented by the

payoff function H (m, q) = mαq1−α, where α ∈ (0, 1) de-
notes the relative importance of the chief executive.

Legislative Interaction

After the election, political parties divide a fixed sur-
plus. This surplus captures both material resources that
can be channelled to specific individuals and groups (e.g.
jobs) as well as policymaking authority to pursue pro-
grammatic goals. We assume that party J ′s share de-
pends on the number of its allocated seats in the assem-
bly sJ , the quality of the mayor m and on the party’s

share qJ ≡
∑

i∈SJ
i∑

i∈S i of the quality of the assembly. Specif-

ically, a party that obtains sJ seats in assembly S enjoys a
payoff:

G(sJ , m, qJ ) = βsJ + (1 − β)

⎧⎪⎨⎪⎩
mαq1−α

J

mαq1−α
J +q1−α

−J
sJ ≥ 3

q1−α
J

q1−α
J +mαq1−α

−J
sJ < 3.

(1)

This specification captures distinct channels through
which parties achieve their policy goals: β ∈ [0, 1] cap-
tures the party’s direct benefit of additional seats – for

6By focusing on candidate selection, we implicitly assume that lo-
cal parties have limited capacity to adjust voters’ perceptions of
their policy platforms and other programmatic aspects in a given
election cycle.

example, by increasing its agenda-control and staffing
positions. The term multiplied by 1 − β captures how
a party’s benefit of additional seats is augmented by the
abilities of its elected officials. Through this term, a party
benefits when its representatives’ relative share of skills
and experience qJ increases – either through winning
additional seats, or by virtue of electing higher ability
politicians.7 Further, when a party wins majority status
(sJ ≥ 3), the skills of its rank-and-file members are aug-
mented by the skills of the chief executive, m, who is ap-
pointed from within the majority party’s ranks. Higher
values of α ∈ (0, 1) reflect a greater relative importance
of leaders versus rank-and-file legislators.8

In real-world settings, nomination decisions involve
negotiations between individuals, groups and factions.
Our formulation does not assume that nomination pro-
cesses are decided unilaterally by a single party leader; the
payoff function (1) can be interpreted as a reduced-form
representation of the bargaining power of various groups
within a party’s selectorate.

Voting Behaviour

Each voter holds a relative ideological affinity σi towards
party A, uniformly distributed on [−(2φ)−1, (2φ)−1]. In
addition, an aggregate net preference shock ξ in favour
of A is drawn from distribution F (·) with support [ξ −
(2ψ)−1, ξ + (2ψ)−1] and density f (·) = ψ(1 − θ) +
θ f̃ (·). We assume that f̃ (·) is single-peaked, continuous,
differentiable and symmetric around its peak, ξ. We im-
pose ξ > 0, which impliesE[ξ] > 0, so that the aggregate
shock is expected to favour party A.

We consider two groups of voters. A share 1 − ρ ∈
(0, 1) of non-instrumental voters choose between par-
ties solely on the basis of their partisan preference σi + ξ.
These voters care about the parties’ national platform,
but have limited interest or information about the spe-
cific local candidates – and the order in which they ap-
pear – on a party’s list. A non-instrumental voter there-
fore supports party A if and only if σi + ξ ≥ 0.

The remaining ρ share of instrumental voters also
evaluate parties based on their partisan preference. How-
ever, they also value the quality of elected officials and
formulate an equilibrium value VJ from voting for party
J that accounts for the consequences of their vote. We
describe the formulation of this value VJ in detail in the

7Notice that the term multiplied by 1 − β always increases when
the party wins an additional seat.

8At the cost of additional notation, all our results extend when α
differs across voters and parties.
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Appendix. Thus, an instrumental voter supports party A
if and only if VA + σi + ξ ≥ VB. We allow for any share
ρ ∈ (0, 1) of instrumental voters, to emphasize that our
predictions do not hinge on assumptions about voter at-
tentiveness, information or rationality. In Supplemental
Appendix B (p. 12), we show that our results are also ro-
bust to alternative voting heuristics.

Safe Ranks

Reflecting real-world electoral contexts, we impose limits
on the amount of electoral uncertainty by assuming that
each party’s vote share always exceeds π(1) and never
exceeds π(5) (see the Appendix for details). Each party
therefore expects to receive at least one seat (an uncon-
tested seat). We refer to the remaining three seats as con-
tested seats.

Summary of Timing

The timing of events is as follows:

1. Each party chooses its list.
2. The aggregate shock ξ is realized and votes are

cast.
3. Seats are allocated and the majority-winning

party appoints the chief executive.
4. Parties collect payoffs according to (1).

Analysis
Mayoral Appointment

Whichever party wins a majority of seats appoints the
mayor. Because a party benefits from higher quality lead-
ership when it enjoys majority status, it chooses its best
elected politician to lead the assembly.

Lemma 1. The majority party appoints its highest quality
elected official to be mayor.

When Will Parties Promote Better
Candidates?

Party J ’s expected payoff from list lJ when its opponent
offers list l−J is:

�J (lJ , l−J ) =
4∑

sJ =1

Pr(π(sJ ) < πJ < π(sJ + 1)|lJ , l−J )

×G(sJ , m̂J , qJ ), (2)

where

m̂J =
{

max j∈{1,...,sJ } lJ ( j) sJ ≥ 3

max j∈{1,...,5−s−J } l−J ( j) sJ < 3,

and qJ = ∑sJ

i=1 lJ (i)/(
∑sJ

i=1 lJ (i) +∑n−sJ

i=1 l−J (i)).
Let l∗ denote the unique list that ranks candidates ac-

cording to quality, from highest (top) to lowest (bottom):
l∗J = (5, 4, 3, 2, 1).

As we discussed, earlier, list design may be driven by
considerations that we do not explicitly model, such as
loyalty (Galasso and Nannicini 2015), ideological con-
gruence (Serra 2011) and seniority (Cirone, Cox, and
Fiva 2020). We therefore characterize a party’s optimal
list choice given the objectives considered in our model,
and also the magnitude of its incentive to choose that list.
We do so by computing a party’s expected payoff gain
from choosing l∗ relative to a randomly drawn list l ′ in
response to its opponent’s choice of l∗. A larger expected
gain implies a larger incentive to prioritize the electoral
and legislative goals that we emphasize, over these other
unmodelled considerations.

Proposition 1 establishes conditions under which (i)
list l∗ is a best response to every possible list that could be
selected from the opposing party and (ii) the magnitude
of the incentive to choose l∗ is always stronger for party
A, the advantaged party: the party with the greatest rela-
tive value from promoting better candidates is the party
that is most likely to win majority control of the assem-
bly.

Proposition 1 (Top-Down Hypothesis). If β < 1, there
exist θ > 0 and α(θ) such that if θ ∈ (0, θ) and α > α(θ),
then for any ρ ∈ [0, 1]:

[1] List l∗ is the unique best response to any other list:
l∗ = arg maxl̃∈L �J (l̃, l−J ) for all l−J ∈ L.

[2] For any full-support distribution on the set of all
strict orderings on Q, that is, for any λ ∈ �(L):

�A(l∗, l∗) − Eλ{�A(l ′, l∗)}
> �B(l∗, l∗) − Eλ{�B(l ′, l∗)}.

Although the result implies that both advantaged
and disadvantaged parties should promote higher quality
candidates, it also predicts that this pattern will be more
pronounced in advantaged parties. An advantaged party
has relatively more to gain from promoting its higher
quality candidates because their skills and experience are
complements with formal legislative control in the pur-
suit of the party’s legislative goals. In other words, com-
petence is more valuable when a party controls the gov-
ernment.
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When Won’t Parties Promote Better
Candidates?

When parties exclusively maximize their seat shares, that
is, when β = 1, they do not choose the list l∗. Recall
that each party has one safe seat, implying that its sec-
ond, third and fourth ranks are competitive. Call the sec-
ond rank a party’s advantaged competitive rank, and its
fourth rank the disadvantaged competitive rank.

Proposition 2 (Marginal Rank Hypothesis). When β =
1, if θ is small enough:

[1] A’s best candidates are not located in its advan-
taged ranks: lA(2) < max{lA(3), lA(4)}.

[2] B’s best candidates are not located in its disad-
vantaged ranks: lB(4) < max{lB(2), lB(3)}.

[3] When A’s advantage, i.e., ξ, is sufficiently large:
lA(2) < lA(3) < lA(4) and lB(2) > lB(3) >

lB(4).

Proposition 2 establishes a direct link between the
electoral salience of a list rank and a purely seat-
motivated party’s incentive to assign to it a high-quality
candidate. Note that it applies for any non-zero share of
instrumental voters; that is, it holds for any ρ > 0.9

The result derives from the fact that instrumental
voters expect advantaged party A to outperform party B.
Any such voter recognizes that her choice is more likely to
affect the electoral prospects of lower ranked candidates
within A’s competitive ranks, and thus higher ranked
candidates within B’s competitive ranks. An instrumental
voter therefore focuses her attention on the consequences
of electing A’s lower ranked candidates vis-à-vis B’s higher
ranked candidates. The parties respond by making the
election of these ranks relatively more valuable.

Propositions 1 and 2 imply that (i) the choices of
both parties outside of the contested ranks and (ii) the
choices of the disadvantaged party B could coincide un-
der the Top-Down and Marginal Rank hypotheses. How-
ever, the choices of electorally advantaged parties in their
contested ranks cannot satisfy both hypotheses.

Insights from a More General Model

In Supplemental Appendix A (p. 1), we extend our re-
sults to contexts with arbitrary district magnitude, mul-
tiple safe seats whose number may differ across parties
and any number of executive positions (e.g. mayor, vice-
mayor, committee chairs).

9The condition in the proposition can be weakened to β sufficiently
close to – rather than equal to – one.

When a party has two or more safe ranks, our bench-
mark model makes no predictions about the assignment
of candidates within these ranks. Although our core pre-
dictions focus on the contested ranks, we pursue sharper
and falsifiable predictions about the safe ranks in two
extensions. First, we allow for the possibility that party
leaders face constraints that require them to account
for list seniority in their executive appointments (e.g.
Cox et al. 2020). Second, we consider voters that assess
party lists according to a behavioural or limited-attention
heuristic that focuses more on higher-ranked (and thus
more prominent) candidates. Under the conditions of
the Top-Down hypothesis, both extensions yield the ad-
ditional prediction that parties place higher-quality can-
didates in better safe ranks.

Our results generate empirical predictions that we
test using Swedish administrative data on the compe-
tence characteristics of the complete universe of politi-
cians in the period 1991–2014.

Empirical Context

Sweden has three levels of political representation: the
parliament, 21 counties and 290 municipalities. All three
levels are concurrently elected, and voter turnout is usu-
ally between 80% and 90%. Local elections are politically
and economically important: Municipalities have signif-
icant political autonomy and control large shares of ex-
penditures and employment sectors in the Swedish wel-
fare state. Notably, they spend between 15% and 20% of
GDP, and employ roughly 20% of the country’s labour
force. Election to a municipal council also serves as the
principal route into national politics (Berg 2020; Dal Bó
et al. 2017).

Municipal councils vary between 21 and 101 mem-
bers, with an average of 46. A municipality is effectively
a parliamentary democracy, in which voters only elect
the members of the legislative assembly, and all exec-
utive appointments are made after the election. Nearly
all executive positions are appointed by the govern-
ing majority, i.e. the political coalition or single polit-
ical party that receives more than 50% of the council
seats.

The chief executive is the municipal board chair. For
simplicity we henceforth refer to the office as the mayor.
The mayor is almost always appointed by the largest party
in the ruling coalition, and the most powerful position in
municipal politics. In more than half of the municipali-
ties the mayor is also the only political office that offers a
full-time salary (Montin 2015).
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The Swedish party system is stable, and most polit-
ical parties have local branches in all municipalities. A
strong norm in Swedish parties protects local branch au-
tonomy in composing electoral ballots and determining
post-election appointments. The only rules are that can-
didates must be above 18 years old and be residents of
the municipality in which they stand for election. Some
parties also employ gender quotas that are dictated by
the central party organizations. Purely local parties, that
is, without representation in the national parliament, ac-
count for less than four percent of the party-election ob-
servations in our data.

The precise procedure for selecting and ranking can-
didates is similar across parties (described in detail by,
for example, Soininen and Etzler 2006 and Widenstjerna
2019). Potential candidates are nominated by members,
branches or neighbourhood party clubs. An election
committee composed of senior party members prepares
a shortlist and organizes either a primary election among
party members or, in the case of the Social Democrats,
solicits candidate preferences from local clubs and
branches. Using the results as a main source of input, the
committee proposes a final rank-ordered ballot, which
a general party meeting usually approves without revi-
sions. Only small local parties skip the internal primary
and have an election committee of current party leaders
that suggests a slate of candidates (Widenstjerna 2019).

The election committee pays attention to the post-
election executive appointments, which it selects with-
out further internal primaries from amongst the elected
assembly members (Widenstjerna 2019). In the internal
primaries, members tend to vote for the people they find
the most qualified and experienced, often the most well-
known politicians and/or faction and branch leaders in
the local party (Soininen and Etzler 2006).

A final institutional feature of the Swedish electoral
system is a 1998 electoral reform that replaced closed lists
with flexible lists, which endows voters with the option
to cast a single preference vote for a candidate on any
party’s ballot. A candidate is elected ahead of her higher-
ranked co-partisans if and only if she receives at least 5%
of preference votes cast for her party. In practice – as with
other countries that employ flexible list systems – candi-
dates are almost never elected on the basis of preference
votes, alone.

Data and Measurement

Our data come from Sweden’s administrative register,
which covers every candidate on every electoral ballot
in every election from 1991 to 2014. Variables in the

dataset come from various government agencies such as
the tax agency, the electoral agency and the military de-
fense ministry. We observe every candidate’s rank on the
ballot, and whether he or she was elected. These vari-
ables are perfectly measured and have no missing data.
Although data are linked via the personal ID code of
each individual in the dataset, researchers work with the
anonymized data.

In what follows, we describe how our measure of bal-
lot rank contestability, which then forms the basis for our
sample restrictions. We also describe our four measures
of politician valence.

Computing Contestability of Ballot Ranks

In closed and flexible party-list PR systems, a candi-
date’s prospect of election increases with her list rank.
We propose a data-driven and flexible approach to calcu-
late the marginality of each rank within each party list.
Our methodology reflects the idea that parties – and,
possibly, voters – can use information about the elec-
toral history of the party to predict its performance in the
next election. For example, a party that has consistently
won 10 municipal seats is likely to win approximately 10
seats. That party’s fifth-ranked candidate occupies a rel-
atively safe seat, whereas its 20th-ranked candidate is al-
most sure to lose; neither seat is relatively likely to be con-
tested. By contrast, the 10th and 11th seats are more likely
to hang in the balance. Using a simple regression frame-
work, we predict the probability that each rank in each
party list is converted into a seat.

Our contestability measure has important advan-
tages relative to recent approaches in Cox et al. (2020)
and Svitáková and Šoltés (2020), which focus exclusively
on ranking (or ranking relative to electoral performance
in the most recent election). First, the relative safety of a
list rank differs widely based on historical electoral per-
formance: The 20th rank on one ballot might be much
safer than the top rank on another ballot. Moreover, the
number of seats that are contested varies significantly
with both district magnitude and party size (a small party
in a small district might not have any, or just one, con-
tested rank, whereas a large party in a large district might
have over 10 contested ranks). Finally, the number of
contested ranks is negatively associated with the stability
of the local party system (less stability leads to less cer-
tainty in the prediction and thus more contested seats).
Our data-driven approach to measuring contestability
accounts for these considerations.

We begin by constructing a dataset for the number of
ranks won by each local party in each election. We then
create a dummy variable, Dr

pt , for each ballot rank r ∈
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{0, . . . , 50}. This dummy takes the value 1 if the party p
won this rank in the election t , and zero otherwise. We
regress each of these dummies on all 50 dummies in the
two most recent elections, t − 1 and t − 2. For the case
of the eighth rank, for example, the equation becomes:

D8
pt =

50∑
r=1

δrDr
p,t−1 + X ′

p,t−1γ +
50∑

r=1

λrDr
p,t−2

+ X ′
p,t−2ρ + εp,t . (3)

Our setup incorporates additional predictors (X ′) that a
party might use when calculating its expected number of
seats. Our estimation accounts for the large variation in
municipality size, and its consequence for the variability
of seat shares: in a large municipality, a smaller percent-
age point vote shift is required for an additional seat than
in a small municipality. We therefore interact council size
with each rank-dummy and include these in X ′. Addi-
tional and potential variables could include indicators
for party size, for example, approximated by seat shares.
Equation (3) is estimated by ordinary least squares (OLS)
for clarity of interpretation, but recognizing that some
predicted probabilities may fall outside of the unit range.

The predicted probability of winning eight seats is
thus:

D̂8
pt =

50∑
r=1

δ̂rDr
p,t−1 + X ′

p,t−1̂γ

+
50∑

r=1

λ̂rDr
p,t−2 + X ′

p,t−2ρ̂. (4)

Repeating this process for each of the 50 regressions gives
us a new dataset of predicted probabilities for each list
rank in each local party, and in each election. Real-world
parties may use more or less sophisticated forecasts. An
attractive feature of our method is that we can choose
which variables are included in Equations (3) and (4)
to reflect the information available to the parties, such
as polling data. In the Swedish context, anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that parties set the baseline for the ex-
pected number of seats at the number of seats in the pre-
vious election.10 In Supplemental Appendix D (p. 23), we
consider alternative specifications that restrict to only a
single lagged election, rely solely on previously won seats
and even incorporate national polling data. These ap-
proaches yield near-identical results.

To illustrate our approach, Figure 1 plots the aver-
ages of the predicted probabilities that a party wins each
list rank, given that it won k ∈ {8, 10, 12, 14} seats in
the previous election: Each line corresponds to each of

10Authors’ interviews.

FIGURE 1 Average Predicted Win
Probabilities for Ballot Ranks

Note: The figure shows average predicted win probabilities
(Y-axis) for each ballot rank (X-axis) and for political parties
with either 8, 10, 12 or 14 seats. Probabilities are calculated
by estimating Equations (3) and (4) at the level of the party,
election and municipality

the four hypothetical seat shares (i.e. each value of k) in
the previous election. As expected, the smaller parties’
prospects fall away at relatively higher ballot ranks. For
each pre-election party size (k), the predicted probabili-
ties show the expected decline over ballot ranks.

We use the predicted win probabilities to categorize
ballot ranks into six categories of electoral safety. Our in-
tention, ultimately, is to compare the average valence of
candidates across ranks. The point of departure for the
categorization is the contested ranks, which we define as
ranks with a win margin in the interval of 10% to 90%, il-
lustrated in Figure 2. We further subdivide the contested
ranks into ‘Advantaged Contested’ ranks (70% to 90%),
‘Highly Contested’ ranks (30% to 70%) and ‘Disadvan-
taged Contested’ ranks (10% to 30%). Our theoretical
predictions about the quality of a candidate in each of the
three contested ranks in our theoretical model can be in-
terpreted as predictions about the average quality of can-
didates in each of the three categories of contested ranks.

We define the top name on the list as a separate cat-
egory, the Capolista.11 We designate the interim ranks
between the the capolista and the contested ranks to be
‘Safe’. Finally, we denote by ‘Certain Loss’ the candidates
with a predicted probability of election below 10%. Fig-
ure 2 illustrates the six categories on a hypothetical ballot.

Our data contain 372,072 candidate-election obser-
vations and 15,819 municipal party-election observa-
tions. After restricting the data to local parties with at
least one individual in each category, which we define as
our estimation sample, we maintain 217,734 candidate-
election observations and 6,561 municipal party-election

11The nomenclature is Italian for ‘top of the list’.
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FIGURE 2 Ballot Rank Categorization of a sample Ballot

Note: The figure shows the six categories of ballot ranks for a sample ballot of a party
with 13 incumbent politicians. Category names are listed in the left most column to-
gether with the average predicted win probability in each category. Win probabilities are
computed from OLS estimation of Equations (3) and (4)

observations. The municipal parties excluded are typi-
cally small: their median size is between one and two
seats, with 14% of the excluded local parties winning no
seats, and 90% winning five seats or less. Our sample re-
striction excludes parties that did not win any municipal
council seats in the last election, for example, new par-
ties. These account for 4% of our total sample of politi-
cians. If one were to apply our methodology to less sta-
ble or established party systems, this restriction could be
more impactful.

Measurements of Candidate Quality

Because there is no unified approach to quantifying the
skills and experience – henceforth, ‘valence’ – that is at
the heart of our theoretical framework, we use a broad
approach that includes several non-controversial mea-
surements. The first two come from data collected in
Sweden’s military enlistment – in particular, a mandatory
draft that existed for men born between 1955 and 1979.
The enlistment process included a test of cognitive abili-
ties, as well as an interview to evaluate recruits’ capacity
for leadership, conducted by a trained psychologist. Both

skills, cognitive and leadership, are normalized by the en-
listment agency on a 1–9 stanine scale in the cohort, and
are linked to our dataset via the personal ID code. For a
detailed description of the enlistment variables and their
strong correlations with political and private-sector ca-
reers, see Dal Bó et al. (2017).

A third, income-based valence measure was first sug-
gested by Keane and Merlo (2010) and more thoroughly
developed by Besley et al. (2017). It captures deviations
in labour income among politicians with highly simi-
lar education, age and employment sector. The idea is
that an ideal measure of political competence should cap-
ture key governing abilities, but not be correlated with
socioeconomic status. Politicians’ earnings are there-
fore benchmarked against the totality of the Swedish
working-age population in the same education-sector-
cohort and municipality cell. If politicians are paid a
wage in their political roles, we use their earnings in
the positions they held prior to becoming a full-time
politician.12

12This measure is based on the idea that the private and
political spheres are complements rather than substitutes.
Besley et al. (2017) show that it is positively correlated with
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FIGURE 3 List Rank and Valence

Note: The y-axis shows the average of each of the four valence measurements, trans-
formed into Z-scores. Data includes all municipal parties between 1991 and 2014 that
won the specified even number of seats in the previous election

We use education as a fourth and final valence
variable. Recent related scholarly work has relied heav-
ily on measures of candidate education, on the ba-
sis that it instills civic values and builds skills that
improve political performance – see, for example,
Besley and Reynal-Querol (2011), Galasso and Nan-
nicini (2011), Schwindt-Bayer (2011) and Baltrunaite
et al. (2014). We acknowledge, nonetheless, that edu-
cation is a problematic measure of valence because of
its strong correlation with family background and social
background.13

All four valence variables are standardized in pooled
data for the 1991–2014 elections, and all local parties
that meet our sample restrictions. The unit of measure-
ment is in standard deviations from the variable mean.
In Supplemental Appendix C (Table S.1, p. 20), we re-
port raw means and standard deviations of the variables

political career success, preference votes, and better government
outcomes.

13We observe other candidate characteristics plausibly related to
quality, such as occupational background and political experience.
We chose not use high-skilled occupations (e.g., law, business, or
medicine) because it correlates more than education with family
background and social class (Carnes 2013). Similarly, we exclude
political experience: while capturing learned skills that are valuable
in political organizations, also captures “insider” status (Galasso
and Nannicini 2015). We also exclude local ties (e.g., Shugart, Val-
dini, and Suominen 2005), because all candidates live in the mu-
nicipality.

and preview their averages across our six categories of list
ranks.

Empirical Results
Basic Descriptives

Before testing our hypotheses, we first plot the relation-
ship between list rank and candidate valence, according
to the number of seats that a party won in the last elec-
tion. In Figure 3 we plot the relationship between list
rank and valence for parties that won an even number
of seats between two and eight seats in the last election.14

For all party sizes and all four valence measures we see
that candidate quality diminishes as we move further
down the list ranks. For the two draft-based measures
there is is some variability, but this is likely due to the
fact that we only have these measures for a smaller subset
of the candidates.

Regression Specification and Baseline
Results

To formally test our hypotheses, we first run a simple
regression to quantify the average valence of politicians
across the six categories of ballot ranks. Each of the four

14We present only even seat numbers to economize on space, but
present odd numbers 1, 3, 5 and 7 in Figure S.1 in Supplemental
Appendix C, on p. 21.
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valence variables is regressed on dummy variables for the
rank categories, excluding the ‘disadvantaged contested
ranks’ which serve as the reference.

Yi = αp,t + β1Capoi + β2Safei + β3Adv cont i

+ β4Highly cont i + β5Certain lossi + εi. (5)

Equation (5) also contains one dummy variable for each
local party and election period. Our estimates hence cap-
ture average differences across rank categories within lo-
cal parties, whilst isolating the comparison from vari-
ation across parties, municipalities, or even over time
within the same local party.

The estimates on the dummy variables β1 through β5

capture the difference in average valence between politi-
cians in each category and the reference category of Dis-
advantaged Contested ranks below the highly contested
ranks. Most importantly, the estimates relate directly to
the predictions of the model. Below, we explicitly state
these predictions.

Predictions of the Top-Down Hypothesis

Proposition 1 predicts that our estimates of Equation
(5) should satisfy β̂1 > β̂2 > β̂3 > β̂4 > 0 > β̂5. It fur-
ther predicts that this pattern should be the strongest in
parties that have the highest probability of appointing
the mayor.

Predictions of the Marginal Rank
Hypothesis

According to Proposition 2, we should observe a non-
monotonic relationship between candidate quality and
ballot rank within a party’s contested ranks unless a party
is strongly disadvantaged. In particular:

(1) for advantaged parties: max{0, β̂4} > β̂3;
(2) for disadvantaged parties: max{β̂3, β̂4} > 0.

Main Results

Figure 4 plots estimates the coefficients β̂i in Equation
(5) for each of the four measures of candidate quality.
The results provide strong support for the first predic-
tion of our Top-Down hypothesis, and clearly reject the
marginal rank hypothesis. Across all party lists, that is,
in both closed and flexible list contexts, averaging across
all parties and municipalities in our estimation sample,
and across all four measures of candidate quality, aver-
age valence consistently increases with electoral security.

FIGURE 4 Average Valence Levels across
Ballot Rank Categories

Note: Average valence levels across ballot rank categories. The
figure shows estimated coefficients from Equation (5), where
the average valence difference between each category of bal-
lot ranks is estimated relative to the reference category of the
disadvantaged competitive ranks. The outcome variables are
the four valence measurements, transformed into Z-scores
so that coefficients are measured in standard deviations. Ver-
tical lines show 95% confidence intervals. All regressions
include fixed effects for every local party in every election
period (3,950 dummies). Robust standard errors in paren-
thesis. The data are all candidates in local parties with at least
one candidate in each of the six ballot rank categories. The
number of observations in the regression analysis is: Leader-
ship Score: N = 35,662; Cognitive Score: N = 48,088, Earn-
ings Score: N = 209,995, Years of Education: N = 185,382

In fact, there is a not a single instance in which average
candidate quality increases as we move down the ballot
rank categories.

We provide the details of and results from a number
of sensitivity tests in Supplemental Appendix D (starting
on p. 21). First, we use use four alternative quality mea-
sures (Figure S.2 on p. 22). We then redo the analysis in
a host of different sub-samples. For example, we split the
data according to closed (pre-1998) versus flexible (post-
1998) lists (Figure S.3 on p. 22) and according to can-
didate nomination procedures (Figure S.4 on p. 23). To
address the possibility that different parties emphasize
different valence traits (e.g. Bittner 2011) or that the So-
cial Democrats differ on account of not using internal
primaries, we split our sample by party (Figure S.5 on
p. 24). We find no systematic differences in the rank–
valence relationship. We also show that the results are not
sensitive to changing the information (Figures S.6–S.7 on
p. 25), thresholds (Figure S.8 on p. 26) or methodology
(Figure S.9 on p. 27) used to define the list rank cate-
gories.

Proposition 1 predicts that the strongest prospect of
observing a monotonic relationship between candidate
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FIGURE 5 Average Valence Levels across Ballot Rank Categories in Small
and Large Seat Share Political Parties

Note: The figure replicates the analysis in Figure 4 in two subsamples of data, split by median party size

quality and list rank within a party’s contested ranks will
be found amongst parties that are expected to win a large
share of seats. By contrast, Proposition 2 predicts that the
strongest prospect of observing a monotonic relationship
within a party’s contested ranks will be found amongst
parties that are expected to win a small share of seats.

To examine these competing predictions, directly,
Figure 5 divides party lists into two categories: those
which, in their respective districts, enjoy a seat share
above and below 17% at the time of the election – the
median seat share in our sample. Across each of the rank
categories and valence measures, the pattern is the same:
The average valence amongst the advantaged contested
ranks strictly exceeds the average valence in each of the
remaining contested ranks. In fact, the correlation be-
tween rank and valence is even stronger in relatively larger
seat share parties than it is in parties with a relatively
smaller seat share – decisively rejecting the predictions
of the Marginal Rank hypothesis, but consistent with the
Top-Down hypothesis.

In Supplemental Appendix D (Figure S.10 on p.
28), we consider an alternative split of our sample, by
dividing municipalities into above and below median
competition, where competition is defined as the average
vote share difference between the two party blocs over
the previous three elections. Within each municipality,
we differentiate between the mayor’s party and the
largest opposition party (arguably, the mayor’s party in
low competition municipalities has the highest proba-
bility to subsequently hold the executive, whereas the
opposition party in those same municipalities has the
lowest). Our conclusions are unaffected.

Figure 5 could simply reflect differences in the aver-
age quality of candidates at the top end of a party’s ballot.
In Supplemental Appendix D (Figure S.11 on p. 30), we
reproduce the figure but plot our raw mean quality mea-
sures, instead of our estimates of Equation (5). We un-
cover no evidence that the average quality of candidates
in higher rank categories is greater in advantaged parties.
We also develop and implement an alternative statistical
test that is robust to differences in the quality of differ-
ent parties’ candidate pools (Figure S.12 on p. 31). Our
findings extend.15

Our framework assumes that a non-zero share of
voters care about candidates’ traits and vote instrumen-
tally.16 The introduction of flexible lists in 1998 allows
us to observe voters’ responsiveness to candidate qual-
ity at different ballot ranks. In Appendix D (Figure S.13
on p. 33) we show that preference votes correlate with
valence characteristics in the contested ranks, consistent
with our assumption that some voters are attentive to
candidate characteristics.

15For each ballot rank k ∈ {1, . . . , n − 1}, on a party’s electoral
ballot, we compute the share of ranks k + 1, . . . , n whose candi-
dates’ valence scores are less than or equal to the valence score of
the candidate in rank k. For each rank k, this produces a ‘dyadic
rank score’ between zero and one; higher values imply fewer vio-
lations of the Top-Down principle that better candidates should be
bound in higher ranks on the party’s ballot. We then re-estimate
Equation (5) using this measure. Notice that this test focuses solely
on the ordering of candidate quality within a ballot, not the av-
erage quality level within a party’s given rank category, and so is
invariant to differences in candidate quality across different lists.

16The instrumental voting heuristic is developed in the Appendix.
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Executive Appointments

Our theoretical framework highlights that in order to
empirically distinguish the Top-Down (Proposition 1)
and Marginal Rank (Proposition 2) hypotheses, we must
focus on the nomination decisions of electorally advan-
taged parties inside their contested ranks. However, we
can also test our predictions about executive appoint-
ments. Proposition 1 (and its more general formulation
Proposition S.3 in Supplemental Appendix B, p. 13) pre-
dicts that the highest ability candidate occupies the top
rank (the capolista). Lemma 1 further predicts that this
candidate is appointed mayor if her party wins a major-
ity. Figure 4 shows that average quality is maximized in
the top rank, and Figure S.14 in Supplemental Appendix
D (p. 35) further highlights that 9 out of 10 top-ranked
candidates from governing parties are appointed mayor.
We also show that other patterns of executive appoint-
ments predicted by our generalized framework in Sup-
plemental Appendix A (starting on p. 1) and extensions
in Supplemental Appendix B (starting on p. 12) are sup-
ported.

Alternative Explanations

Other theories could explain why parties place better
candidates in higher list ranks. However, these alterna-
tive theories must also explain why this relationship is
more pronounced in electorally advantaged, versus elec-
torally disadvantaged political parties. For example, an
alternative perspective is that ranks are assigned accord-
ing to an intra-party contest in which effort and ability
are complementary inputs, and in which higher ranks
lead to more prestigious executive appointments. Advan-
taged parties are more likely to secure a larger share of ex-
ecutive positions (mayor, vice mayor, committee chairs)
than disadvantaged parties.

In Supplemental Appendix B (p. 18), we develop a
model of contests to explore this alternative perspective.
The framework identifies real-world conditions under
which advantaged parties could display a stronger corre-
lation between ability and rank assignments. These con-
ditions are either (1) candidates in advantaged parties are
(on average) lower quality than candidates in disadvan-
taged parties, or (2) candidates in advantaged parties are
more heterogeneous in quality than those in disadvan-
taged parties. In Supplemental Appendix D (Table S.2, p.
32), we show that variation across all competence mea-
sures in our sample is more or less identical across ad-
vantaged and disadvantaged parties in our sample, with a
slightly more heterogeneous talent pool arising in the dis-

advantaged parties. Variation in candidate quality across
parties therefore cannot account for the differences in
nomination strategies highlighted in Figure 5.

Conclusion

We analyse party list assignments both in theory and in
real-world contexts. We develop a theoretical framework
to examine party list assignments in multi-member con-
texts, under alternative specifications of how party goals
are facilitated by the conjunction of legislative seats and
the skills of individual politicians. We test two predic-
tions generated by the framework, leveraging a dataset
containing the universe of Swedish politicians on every
ballot in 290 municipal elections over seven election pe-
riods.

A critical premise underpinning the existing liter-
ature on candidate selection is that voters care about
candidate quality more than parties. For instance, party
elites may prefer to select candidates with a view to
their ideological congruence (Serra 2011), or their loy-
alty (Galasso and Nannicini 2015), amongst many plau-
sible non-quality criteria. Our results suggest a more op-
timistic view of the role that parties can play in fostering
effective political selection. We find that it is the parties
that face the weakest electoral constraints that are most
likely to place better candidates in better ranks. This find-
ing cannot be rationalized by an account in which the
demand for quality arises solely or even predominantly
from voters.

Our framework is intended to facilitate the devel-
opment of theoretical hypotheses that are applicable to
many different list PR contexts – both within and across
countries. Nonetheless, we recognize that this requires us
to abstract from subtle and important variation in the
way these electoral rules operate in real-world contexts,
which is explored in existing and ongoing scholarly ef-
forts that focus on particular country-contexts, such as
Cheibub and Sin (2018). We hope that our attempt to
develop a broad theoretical framework will play a com-
plementary role in shedding further theoretical and em-
pirical light on candidate selection in this important class
of electoral rules.

Appendix: Instrumental Voting
Model

Recall that a share ρ ∈ (0, 1) of voters are instrumen-
tal. Each instrumental voter formulates a value VA from
voting for party A’s list, and a value VB from voting for
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party B’s list. In this Appendix, we detail the calculation
of these values, and establish their existence and unique-
ness. The following example illustrates the intuition for
how these values are formed.

The figure shows hypothetical lists lA for party A, and
lB for party B. The candidates are ordered from the high-
est rank (one) to the lowest (five). Recall that each party
has one safe seat. Thus, an instrumental voter anticipates
that both Theseus and Titania will be elected with prob-
ability one, whereas Demetrius and Moth will be elected
with probability zero. In fact, the only candidates whose
election is in contention are those in ranks two to four –
the contested ranks.

If party A is very popular (i.e. ξ is large), instrumen-
tal voters may expect party A to do very well – that is,
to secure at least three seats. This means that Theseus,
Hermia and Lysander are certain to be elected from A’s
list. Conversely, Cobweb, Puck and Moth are certain not
to be elected. The only uncertainty is whether A will win
three or four seats. A vote for A’s list is then most likely
to determine whether Helena is elected at the expense
of Oberon.

Alternatively, a voter in a more competitive district
(i.e. ξ ≈ 0) might anticipate a roughly even split of the
vote across the parties’ lists. In that case, the principal
uncertainty is whether party A wins two or three seats. A
vote for A’s list is then most likely to determine whether
Lysander is elected at the expense of Cobweb.

Recall that a voter’s payoff from an assembly
S is H (m, q), where q ≡ 1

5

∑
i∈S i. Given the may-

oral appointment strategy characterized in Lemma 1,
H̃ (sA, lA, lB ) denotes voters’ payoff as a function of the
number of seats sA awarded to A and each party’s list:

H̃ (sA, lA, lB ) ≡ H

(
m̂(sA, lA, lB ),

1

5

[
sA∑

i=1

lA(i) +
5−sA∑
i=1

lB(i)

])
, (A1)

where

m̂(sA, lA, lB ) =
{

max j∈{1,...,sA} lA( j) if sA ≥ 3

max j∈{1,...,5−sA} lB( j) if sA < 3.

For any pair (VA,VB ), and a share ρ ∈ (0, 1) of instru-
mental voters, party A’s vote share is

vA = 1

2
+ ρφ(VA − VB ) + φξ.

The threshold at which party A secures the kth seat
solves:

vA = π(k) ⇐⇒ ξ = ρ(VB − VA ) − 1

φ

(
1

2
− π(k)

)
≡ ξ(k).

Although these events are probability zero, the
probability distribution over ξ conditional on
ξ ∈ {ξ(2), ξ(3), ξ(4)} pinned down by Bayes’ rule.
Thus, the probability of being decisive for the assign-
ment of A’s kth seat (k ∈ {2, 3, 4}), conditional on being
decisive, under a conjecture (VA,VB ), is

f (ξ(k))∑4
r=2 f (ξ(k))

≡ τk.

Notice that τk ∈ (0, 1), and
∑4

k=2 τk = 1. We interpret
τk as an ‘attention weight’ that determines how much the
voter focuses on each of the contested ranks when evalu-
ating the consequences of her vote. Indeed, we charac-
terize a voter’s net value from voting for party A as a
weighted sum of net values from resolving each of the
contested ranks in favour of A’s kth-ranked candidate.
Becauae the thresholds ξ(2), ξ(3) and ξ(4) depend on
VA and VB, so does τk ∈ (0, 1).

Lemma A1. For any party lists lA and lB:

[1] there exist VA(lA, lB ), VB(lA, lB ), and weights
{τ2, τ3, τ4} such that:

VA(lA, lB ) − VB(lA, lB ) =
4∑

k=2

τk[H̃ (k, lA, lB )

− H̃ (k − 1, lA, lB )].

[2] When θ is small enough, the difference
VA(lA, lB ) − VB(lA, lB ) is unique.

Proof. The result is a special case of Lemma S.2 in
the Supplemental Appendix (on p. 3). �

Lemma A1 yields our representation of how voters
evaluate each party’s list. The weight τk describes the
fraction of a voter’s attention that is devoted to compar-
ing the relative value from electing the kth-ranked party
A candidate, versus the (6 − k)th party B candidate. Be-
cause each party always elects at least one candidate, the
top-ranked candidate on each list is certain to be elected.
Conversely, the bottom-ranked candidate on each list
is certain not to be elected.17 Thus, voters expect to be

17Under open lists, seats are not filled in the order that candidates
are ranked on the ballot and each voter must also account for the
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decisive only for candidates within the contested ranks,
that is, the second, third and fourth ranks.18

References

Alemán, E., J. P. Micozzi, P. M. Pinto, and S. Saiegh. 2020.
“Multiple Principals and Constituency Representation un-
der Closed-List Proportional Representation.” http://pages.
ucsd.edu/∼ssaiegh/AMPS.pdf.

André, A., S. Depauw, M. S. Shugart, and R. Chytilek. 2015.
“Party Nomination Strategies in Flexible-List Systems: Do
Preference Votes Matter?” Party Politics 23: 589–600.

Baltrunaite, A., P. Bello, A. Casarico, and P. Profeta. 2014.
“Gender Quotas and the Quality of Politicians.” Journal of
Public Economics 118: 62–74.

Berg, H. 2020. “Is It Worth It? On the Returns to Holding Polit-
ical Office.” Journal of Economic Behavior and Organisation
178: 840–65.

Besley, T., O. Folke, T. Persson, and J. Rickne. 2017. “Gender
Quotas and the Crisis of the Mediocre Man: Theory and
Evidence from Sweden.” American Economic Review 107(8):
2204–42.

Besley, T., and M. Reynal-Querol. 2011. “Do Democracies Se-
lect More Educated Leaders?” American Political Science Re-
view 105(3): 552–66.

Bittner, A. 2011. Platform or Personality? The Role of Party Lead-
ers in Elections. Oxford: OUP.

Buisseret, P., and C. Prato. 2020. “Competing Principals? Leg-
islative Representation in List Proportional Rule Electoral
Systems.” American Journal of Political Science, forthcom-
ing.

Carnes, N. 2013. White-Collar Government: The Hidden Role of
Class in Economic Policy Making. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

Carroll, R., and M. Nalepa. 2020. “The Personal Vote and
Party Cohesion: Modeling the Effects of Electoral Rules
on Intraparty Politics.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 32(1):
36–69.

Cheibub, J., and G. Sin. 2018. “Intraparty Competition and
Open-List PR Elections: What Can We Learn from an Ex-
tremely Permissive System?” http://tiny.cc/vtjw9y.

Cirone, A., G. W. Cox, and J. H. Fiva. 2020. “Seniority-Based
Nominations and Political Careers.” American Political Sci-
ence Review 115(1): 234–51.

Cox, G. W., J. H. Fiva, D. M. Smith, and R. J. Sørensen. 2020.
“Moral Hazard in Electoral Teams.” http://www.jon.fiva.no/
docs/CoxFivaSmithSorensen2020.pdf.

expected distribution of preference votes. This, however, does not
alter the basic logic of Lemma A1 and in an appendix available
upon request, we show that it extends to flexible lists.

18Nonetheless, a party’s top-ranked candidate may still play an im-
portant role. If, for example, a party’s top-ranked candidate is also
its highest quality candidate, a voter recognizes that when A wins
the third seat the party also gets to appoint this top-ranked candi-
date to be the mayor.

Crutzen, B. S., S. Flamand, and N. Sahuguet. 2020. “A Model
of a Team Contest, with an Application to Incentives un-
der List Proportional Representation.” Journal of Public Eco-
nomics 182, Article 104109.

Crutzen, B. S., and N. Sahuguet. 2017. “Electoral Incentives:
The Interaction Between Candidate Selection and Electoral
Rules.” http://tiny.cc/izjw9y.

Cruz, C., P. Keefer, and C. Scartascini. 2018. “The
Database of Political Institutions 2017 (dpi2017).” Inter-
American Development Bank. Numbers for Develop-
ment. https://publications.iadb.org/en/database-political-
institutions-2017-dpi2017.

Dal, Bó, E., F. Finan, O. Folke, T. Persson, and J. Rickne. 2017.
“Who Becomes a Politician?” Quarterly Journal of Economics
132(4): 1877–1914.

Duverger, M. 1959. Political Parties: Their Organization and Ac-
tivity in the Modern State. Methuen, MA: Methuen.

Folke, O., T. Persson, and J. Rickne. 2016. “The Primary Effect:
Preference Votes and Political Promotions.” American Polit-
ical Science Review 110(3): 559–78.

Galasso, V., and T. Nannicini. 2011. “Competing on Good
Politicians.” American Political Science Review 105(1): 79–
99.

Galasso, V., and T. Nannicini. 2015. “So Closed: Political Selec-
tion in Proportional Systems.” European Journal of Political
Economy 40: 260–73.

Hobolt, S. B., and B. Høyland. 2011. “Selection and Sanction-
ing in European Parliamentary Elections.” British Journal of
Political Science 41(3): 477–98.

Keane, M. P., and A. Merlo. 2010. “Money, Political Ambition,
and the Career Decisions of Politicians.” American Economic
Journal: Microeconomics 2(3): 186–215.

Key, V. O. 1964. Politics, Parties, and Pressure Groups. New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Company.

Kselman, D. M. 2020. “Public Goods Equilibria under Closed-
and Open-List Proportional Representation.” Journal of
Theoretical Politics 32(1): 112–42.

Loewen, P. J., R. Koop, J. Settle, and J. H. Fowler. 2014. “A Nat-
ural Experiment in Proposal Power and Electoral Success.”
American Journal of Political Science 58(1): 189–96.

Matakos, K., R. Savolainen, O. Troumpounis, J. Tukiainen,
and D. Xefteris. 2018. “Electoral Institutions and Intra-
party Cohesion.” VATT Institute for Economic Research,
https://www.doria.fi/handle/10024/159572.

Mattozzi, A., and A. Merlo. 2015. “Mediocracy.” Journal of Pub-
lic Economics 130: 32–44.

Meriläinen, J., and J. Tukiainen. 2018. “Rank Effects in Political
Promotions.” Public Choice 177: 1–23.

Montin, S. 2015. “Municipalities, Regions, and County Coun-
cils.” In The Oxford Handbook of Swedish Politics, ed. Jon
Pierre. Oxford University Press, p. 367.

Nemoto, K., and M. S. Shugart. 2013. “Localism and Coor-
dination under Three Different Electoral Systems: The Na-
tional District of the Japanese House of Councillors.” Elec-
toral Studies 32(1): 1–12.

Patty, J., C. Schibber, M. Penn, and B. Crisp. 2019. “Valence,
Elections, and Legislative Institutions.” American Journal of
Political Science 63(3): 563–76.

http://pages.ucsd.edu/~ssaiegh/AMPS.pdf
http://pages.ucsd.edu/~ssaiegh/AMPS.pdf
http://tiny.cc/vtjw9y
http://www.jon.fiva.no/docs/CoxFivaSmithSorensen2020.pdf
http://www.jon.fiva.no/docs/CoxFivaSmithSorensen2020.pdf
http://tiny.cc/izjw9y
https://publications.iadb.org/en/database-political-institutions-2017-dpi2017
https://publications.iadb.org/en/database-political-institutions-2017-dpi2017
https://www.doria.fi/handle/10024/159572


PARTY NOMINATION STRATEGIES IN LIST PR SYSTEMS 729

Schwindt-Bayer, L. A. 2011. “Women Who Win: Social Back-
grounds, Paths to Power, and Political Ambition in Latin
American Legislatures.” Politics & Gender 7(1): 1–33.

Serra, G. 2011. “Why Primaries? The Party’s Tradeoff Between
Policy and Valence.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 23(1): 21–
51.

Shugart, M. S., M. E. Valdini, and K. Suominen. 2005. “Look-
ing for Locals: Voter Information Demands and Personal
Vote-Earning Attributes of Legislators under Proportional
Representation.” American Journal of Political Science 49(2):
437–49.

Slough, T., E. York, and M. Ting. 2020. “A Dynamic Model of
Primaries.” Journal of Politics 82(4): 1443–1457.

Snyder, J. M., Jr, and M. M. Ting. 2011. “Electoral Selection
with Parties and Primaries.” American Journal of Political
Science 55(4): 782–96.

Soininen, M., and N. Etzler. 2006. “Partierna Nominerar.” Exk-
luderingens mekanismer, etnicitet och representation. SOU53.

Stokes, D. E. 1963. “Spatial Models of Party Competition.”
American Political Science Review 57(2): 368–77.

Svitáková, K., and M. Šoltés. 2020. “Sorting of Candidates: Ev-
idence from 20,000 Electoral Ballots.” https://papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3531665.

Weingast, B. R., and W. J. Marshall. 1988. “The Industrial Or-
ganization of Congress; Or, Why Legislatures, Like Firms,

Are Not Organized as Markets.” Journal of Political Economy
96(1): 132–63.

Widenstjerna, T. 2019. “Vem väljer vem och varför?: Om bety-
delsen av homosocialitet och personliga kontakter i partiers
nomineringsprocesser.” Doctoral Thesis, Mid Sweden Uni-
versity.

Williams, B. D., and I. H. Indridason. 2018. “Luck of the Draw?
Private Members’ Bills and the Electoral Connection.” Po-
litical Science Research and Methods 6(2): 211–27.

Supporting Information

Additional supporting information may be found online
in the Supporting Information section at the end of the
article.

Appendix A: Proofs of Propositions in a General Model
Appendix B: Further Extensions of the Model
Appendix C: Descriptive Statistics and Additional Figure
Appendix D: Additional Empirical Results, Sensitivity
Tests, Robustness

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3531665
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3531665

