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Abstract 

Ballots, Voting Procedures and Electoral Outcomes  

By  

Carolina R. Tchintian 

This research focuses on the overlooked role that ballot design and vote casting procedure have in 

shaping voters and elite decisions and electoral outcomes. It seeks to understand how the different 

presentations of the electoral offering are critical to understanding how (and what) voters choose, as well as 

whether some voting options are benefited over others.  

The countries selected for this project (Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador and Brazil) offer the 

opportunity to measure a variety of outcomes affecting representation that result from ballot structure. First, 

using survey and observation data from El Salvador and Ecuador I analyze whether candidates’ personal 

attributes observed in their ballot pictures affect the probability of being elected and how this varies with 

other contextual information provided by the ballot such as length and crowdedness. Second, using Chilean 

municipal level data, I study the probability of women and incumbent candidates being elected given their 

location and position in the ballot and how party elites take advantage of these ballot features to increase their 

vote share. Third, I study how different presentations of the electoral offering affect certain parties and 

minorities opportunities to win votes using a quasi-experimental research design with Argentine subnational 

data. Finally, I show how the change in the vote casting procedure affects the level of visibility of candidates 

in Brazil, increasing intraparty fragmentation and disunity both at the electoral and legislative arena.  

Given the potential consequences of the different vote casting procedures on descriptive 

representation, the findings of this research would have implications on the quality of democracy. While 

many countries resist major electoral change, policy makers may be more willing to undergo ballot design 

changes to improve representation, improve accountability and the general quality of electoral democracy in a 

given polity. 
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Introduction 

The study of electoral systems and its effects on the different aspects of representation is perhaps 

one of the most developed and studied areas in comparative politics. Electoral rules are known to affect the 

number of parties in a system, how close party organizations are from each other in terms of ideological 

position, how party members behave once in office, whether minority groups are likely to be represented, or 

whether a divided government is more likely than a unified one in presidential systems, among many other 

effects. We have learned from previous studies that all of these outcomes are possible because electoral rules 

exert an influence both on voters and elites’ behavior. The type of ballot, which according to this literature 

differentiates those systems in which voters get to choose party lists as opposed to candidates within parties, 

and according to which party elites exert different levels of influence among their members, is one of the 

electoral rules that has been extensively studied and holds a prominent place in this research area. However, 

these scholars assume that within these two big families of electoral rules (i.e. open versus closed list systems) 

all political alternatives are clearly available and equally accessible to the voters at the moment of casting a 

vote. In other words, it assumes -in principle, and holding every other variable constant-that for instance, in 

an open list proportional representation system, all contestants in a list have the same chance of winning a 

seat.  

Until now, scholars have accepted this assumption because the means through which alternatives are 

presented to voters at the moment of casting a vote have not been considered a theoretically relevant factor 

for understanding outcomes and representation. This implicit assumption limits our understanding on how 
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ballot structures influence electoral outcomes. Yet, this assumption can be questioned once ballot design and 

vote casting procedure are taken into account.  

Within the same set of electoral rules, options can be presented differently. Ballots may not be 

presenting all alternatives in an equally explicit way or may demand a different amount of resources for the 

choices available. For instance, some ballots offer explicitly the option of voting blank whereas in other 

voting procedures this alternative is expressed by omission, meaning, not casting any ballot for the specific 

race. Or some ballots demand physical effort from the voter to cast a split vote, while the effort to do so in 

some other ballots is equivalent to casting a straight ticket. In the same vein, some parties or candidates can 

be favored given their placement in the ballot, or a better quality of the picture. This may lead voters to 

deploy different response strategies which can help to explain vote choices, as well as different elite strategies 

to improve their electoral performance.   

This project contributes to a deeper understanding of the electoral process’ dynamics by addressing 

the role of ballot design and vote casting procedure on representation in two specific ways. First, I move past 

the implicit assumptions in the commonly-used classifications of electoral lists to argue that, regardless of 

whether the electoral system enables (or not) voters to alter the order of candidates defined by parties, there 

are multiple ways in which the voter can be presented with the choices available and prompted to cast his 

vote. These differences may have an impact on how—and what—the voter chooses and, thus, who gets 

represented. Second, building on the literature that studies how information cues on the election day other 

than party and incumbency inform voter to make a choice, I analyze how candidates’ observable attributes are 

combined with contextual factors provided by the ballot and, altogether, influence voters’ perception at the 

precise moment of casting a vote. I argue that candidates’ observational attributes cannot be disengaged from 

the substantive information that is provided by the ballot, such as order, placement, political affiliation, 

number of alternatives and level of competition (whether it is limited to inter-party competition or it includes 

an intra-party dimension).    
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Past literature has recognized the need of a more nuanced study of ballot designs other than the 

possibility of voting by party or candidate. However, this research has grown and evolved in an empirically-

driven fashion and disentangled from brother theories on representation. Theories and analysis resulted from 

innovations on the subject and from emerging problems involving the vote casting procedure.  

Scholars in the American Politics field have pioneered this area of study. This literature was mainly 

triggered by two historical events: the adoption of Australian ballot in the U.S. at the end of the 19th century 

and beginning of the 20th, and the 2000 presidential election and the Florida recount controversy. This 

extensive literature has stressed the importance of different vote casting procedures, information and layout, 

among other design features of the ballot, to understand issues such as the extent of the personal vote 

(Reynolds and McCormick 1986, Ware 2000, Roberts 2008), the electoral connection and legislative 

responsiveness (Katz and Sala 1996, Engstrom and Kernell 2005, Wittrock et al 2008, Roberts 2009), 

proportion of straight/split ticket voting (Darcy and Schneider 1989, Walker 1966, Campbell et al 1960), or 

probability of casting a non-valid vote (Herrnson et al 2012) in its different versions: unrecorded votes 

(Kimball and Kropf 2005), mismarking the ballot (Niemi and Herrnson 2003), residual votes (Ansolabehere 

and Stewart III 2003), over-vote and under-vote (Agresti and Presnell 2002).  

In comparative politics, the impact of the ballot on representation is even more relevant given the 

myriad of rules guiding the electoral processes. However, with a few exceptions, literature has commonly 

analyzed the expected effects of certain policy decision involving a change in the vote casting procedure or 

ballot design on voters’ behavior instead of focusing on unintended consequences on electoral outcomes. The 

adoption of electronic vote outside the U.S. –replacing paper ballots- inspired a series of research efforts to 

analyze whether these reforms successfully increased political participation and bolstered confidence in the 

electoral process (Alvarez et al. 2011, Tula 2005, Fujiwara 2014, Rezende 2003, Prasad et al. 2010). Recently, 

some scholars pointed out that the new voting procedures may have meaningful and biasing consequences 

for election outcomes, favoring some parties to the detriment of others (Katz et al 2011, Calvo et al 2008).  
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The length of the ballot (Wattenberg et al 2000, Walker 1966, Darcy and Schneider 1989, 

Wanderleeuw and Engstrom 1987), party and candidate placement (Taebel 1975, Ho and Imai 2008, Lutz 

2009, Miller and Krosnick 1998, Villodres 2008) layout of the ballot, technology, and informational cues 

(Laskowski and Redish 2006, Kimball and Kropf 2005) offered by the voting procedure are studied by the 

literature as features that influence voter behavior. This literature offers an exhaustive analysis of how each of 

these elements are critical to electoral results, but less attention has been put on how all of these factors 

interact with each other and with other contextual variables in order to better understand electoral outcomes. 

 The ballot structure and the informational cues it provides gain more relevance as the 

information about the election decreases, for all or some portion of the population. Past research has shown 

that when information on a given election is low –whether for all or some people-, voters compensate the 

lack of information using cues to make their choice. Two informational cues or shortcuts have been 

extensively studied by the literature on low information election: partisan cues and incumbency cues (i.e. 

Lupia 1994). Others show that other candidate characteristics such as gender (i.e. McDermott 1998), race (i.e. 

McDermott 1998, Matson and Fine 2006), and occupation (McDermott 2005) also provide information to 

the voter about the election. Some studies contend that these informational cues may bias electoral outcomes 

(Banducci et al. 2008), favoring candidates with specific attributes: incumbent, better known or higher profile 

candidates (Krebs 1998), male (Smith and Fox 2001, Lawless and Pearson 2008), white (McDermott 1998), 

and even those considered physically attractive (Little et al. 2007, Berggren et al. 2010).  

Following this line of research, empirical studies have demonstrated that ill-informed-voters about 

candidate and party positions on policy issues can make reasonable decisions relying on cues such as the 

appearance of the candidate, gender, ethnicity, or face recognition (Mates and Fine 2006). Moreover, the 

information provided by a photograph can be in turn used to form judgments about personality traits 

considered relevant for politicians (Banducci et al. 2008, Todorov et al. 2005, Mattes et al. 2009). However, 

voters’ evaluation on candidates’ observable attributes has not been combined with other contextual 

information provided by the ballot. 



 
 

5 

Building up on this literature, I move past the classical analysis on the role of electoral systems on 

representation by taking into account how the electoral offering is presented in the ballot. In doing so, I 

contribute to explaining voters’ behavior, going beyond the study of unintentional errors (i.e., mismarking and 

undervoting, most typical in American Politics) and the intended consequences of changes in the ballot 

structure (i.e., implementation of electronic vote, mostly in Comparative Politics). I also seek to further 

extend the study of elite decision and behavior, analyzing how they are affected by ballot features before and 

after the electoral process.   

Several research questions guide this project. First, do different presentations of the political options 

lead to a difference in the expected electoral outcomes? Second, to what extent constraints and costs imposed 

by the voting instrument influence voters’ decision-making process? Third, does contextual information 

contained in the ballot alter voters’ perception on candidates’ personal attributes by providing voters 

additional tools to decode informational cues? Finally, do party elites take advantage of ballot structures and 

the way electoral offer is presented to the voter to win more votes and seats? I use observational electoral 

data from Latin American democracies as well as original survey data to answer these research questions. The 

countries selected for this project (Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador and Brazil) offer the opportunity to 

measure a variety of outcomes affecting representation that result from ballot structure. 

Latin American countries provide an ideal scenario to answer these questions for several reasons. 

First, due to the low institutionalization of political parties and weaker programmatic links between parties 

and voters in most of the countries, vote choices are volatile and hence the information available at the time 

of the election has a more prominent role. Second, because most of Latin America has multiparty systems, 

information requirements to distinguish electoral alternatives and identify a preferred option are higher, 

turning the ballot into a critical information piece. This is all exacerbated by the fact that voting is mandatory 

in most of its countries, ruling out the possibility of abstaining and forcing voters to make a decision with the 

information at hand. All of these make Latin American systems an ideal scenario for this research, with 

important implications for those countries looking for higher levels of electoral integrity and consolidation of 

their democratic institutions.  
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In Chapter 1 I study how is candidates’ personal attributes visible through their picture in the ballot 

affects candidates’ electoral performance and how this effect varies depending on other contextual 

information provided by the ballot. Candidates’ images have become an important determinant of voting 

decisions in modern elections. As such, candidates’ pictures have increasingly been included in ballots used in 

most Latin American democracies. Candidates’ images provide informational cues in which voters often rely 

on to make voting choices, especially when they are ill-informed about candidates’ and parties’ ideological and 

policy positions. However, candidates’ images and physical attributes are not presented to voters in a vacuum; 

their images are linked to contextual information. In an election, the informational cues provided by 

candidates’ pictures are presented to voters in combination with information about their candidacy such as 

the position and the size of the ballot. As such, I explore whether the contextual information provided in the 

voting booth combined with judgment of candidates’ physical attributes offers a better estimate on the actual 

votes received by the candidates. Using original survey and electoral data from El Salvador and Ecuador, two 

countries that use open list system with panachage, I find that higher scores on physical attributes and 

perceived personality traits are correlated to better electoral performance. I also find that this is especially true 

for candidates positioned at the bottom of the ballot in Ecuador and when candidates compete in smaller 

ballots in El Salvador. 

In Chapter 2 I explore whether political elites take advantage of different ballot features to increase 

vote share. Assuming that ballot features exert an influence on voter behavior, and that parties are strategic 

actors whose main goal is to maximize votes and seats, parties will accommodate their actions to the 

institutional context provided by electoral rules, among them, ballot features. Based on this idea, I explore if 

the combination of the order in which candidates appear in the ballot, and other candidate personal attributes 

that appear in the ballot such as sex and incumbency are strategically used by parties and elites to win a larger 

share of votes and seats. I use electoral data from three consecutive city council elections in Chile to show 

that under its open list system, primacy effect is at work among voters, and political elites use this information 

to accommodate the most popular candidates at the top of the list to take advantage of this ballot feature.  
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Chapter 3 studies how different methods to cast a vote have an effect on election outcomes by 

making some options more accessible or less costly to the voter than others. The way electoral alternatives are 

presented to the voter vary across vote casting systems, even when holding constant every other electoral 

rule. In fact, not all ballots present voters with the full set of voting choices in the same way. While some 

options are presented clearly and in a straightforward manner, other options require additional knowledge or 

effort from the voter. Actions such as split ticket voting or voting blank may imply additional effort by the 

voter in some voting systems compared to others, and thus, make these options less likely for the voters. On 

the other hand, where ballot supply and control on the Election Day depend on the political parties, larger 

parties have a comparative advantage over smaller ones: large parties have the resources to supply with ballots 

in every voting center on the Election Day and before. Small or less popular parties do not have neither the 

money, nor the people to invest on the Election Day, and thus, it is more likely that small or less popular 

parties’ ballots are not available in every voting center at any time of the Election Day. Where alternatives are 

limited or constrained because the availability of ballots depend on political parties’ ability to supply them, 

voters are driven towards the more accessible or popular alternatives. Using data from ballot reform in 

Argentina I show that these two mechanisms have direct impact on election outcomes. Where gender bias is 

at work among voters, voting procedures that encourage split ticket voting, may play against women 

candidates down the ballot who benefit from coattail effects. Where ballot supply does not depend on parties’ 

availability of resources, small parties compete level field and may be considered a viable alternative by some 

voters. I take advantage from ballot reforms in four provinces in Argentina to test these theory and show 

how different ballots may have an effect on political representation.       

Chapter 4 studies the effect of ballot design on legislative behavior. Intraparty dynamics are at the 

center of the legislative politics literature. Whether parties affect legislative outcomes is in part a function of 

electoral rules. When legislative careers depend heavily on constituencies (i.e. open list), legislators need to 

maintain a good standing with voters. Open lists combined with multimember district fuel intraparty 

competition, leading to party disunity in the legislature. I argue that when the electoral rules incentivize 

disunity, a change in ballot structure increasing candidate’s visibility (or exposure) and voters’ accessibility to 
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political alternatives can raise the incentives to break away from the party line. The partial introduction of 

electronic voting in Brazil during the 1998 elections creates an ideal laboratory setting to study the effects 

different vote casting procedures using a quasi-experimental design. I use electoral data to analyze the role of 

the ballot structure on levels of intraparty fragmentation and 51st Brazilian Congress to evaluate whether that 

the introduction of electronic vote had an effect on legislators’ behavior. 

Understanding how voters make a choice win complex contexts as well as how elites behave under 

different set of rules is at the core of these chapters. An additional layer is added to the literature on election 

and representation: the presentation of the electoral offer in the ballot. As stated long ago by Cain and 

coauthors in The Personal Vote, “visibility is the cornerstone of an effective district strategy. Without 

visibility, representatives cannot have independent standing in the electorate's collective mind” (1987:27). 

Differences in accessibility to the complete set of voting options, whether it is due to ballot structure, design 

features or voting procedure, may affect who individuals vote for, the outcome of the election and even elites 

behavior.  
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Chapter 1 | Candidates’ Personal Attributes and 

Ballot Information.  Legislative Elections in 

Ecuador and El Salvador    

Candidates’ pictures have become an important determinant of voting decisions in modern elections, 

playing a role during the campaign stage and on Election Day. In Latin American democracies, the inclusion 

of candidates’ pictures in ballots has increased over the years, while in the U.S., pictures are now beginning to 

make their way into ballots used in some local level elections.  

The conventional view sustains that vote choice is the result of either ideological identification, 

candidate issue position (Carmine and Stimson 1980), party identification (Campbell et al 1960) or incentives 

provided by the electoral rules (Cox 1997). However, recent studies have shown that candidates’ physical 

attributes provide informational cues on which voters often rely to make voting choices, especially when they 

are ill-informed on candidates’ and/or parties’ ideological and policy position (Matson and Fine 2006, 

McDermott 2005, Banducci et al. 2008, Rule et al 2010, Lawson et al 2010, to mention only some). They do 

so by employing stereotypes based on visible physical characteristics (e.g. gender, race, age, attractiveness) 

that also provide the means to build their perception, not only about a candidate’s ideology--e.g. women are 

more liberal than men (McDermott 1998)—but also about a candidate’s relevant personality traits --e.g. 

mature candidates are more competent (Poutvaara et al 2009). According to the latter argument, traits 
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considered positive, such as attractiveness, benefit candidates’ electoral performance, while negative 

stereotypes are detrimental to candidates’ total share of votes (Todorov et al. 2005, Wills and Todorov 2006).  

Naïve candidates’ judgment method (i.e. subjects who judged personal attributes with the only 

information provided by candidates’ pictures) has been extensively used to show that positive physical traits 

are related to electoral success (Lawson et al 2010, Rule et al 2010, Lenz and Lawson 2011, Stockemer and 

Priano 2015). People often judge unfamiliar individuals based on their appearance (Hart et al 2011). 

Individuals with more desirable physical and personality traits are also thought to possess other positive 

attributes. In the political context, favorable physical attributes, such as attractiveness, may translate into 

personality traits valuable for politicians, such as trustworthiness, and thus, affect candidates’ electoral 

fortune.  

However, candidates’ pictures, and the physical attributes visible in them, are not presented to the 

voter in a vacuum. My argument is that candidates’ images are linked to contextual information that can serve 

as further informational cues to the voter or direct voters’ attention to encourage certain voting decisions 

detriment to others. Several studies showed that different ballot features can influence electoral outcomes 

(Reynolds and McCormick 1986, Ware 2000, Roberts 2008, Darcy and Schneider 1989, Walker 1966, Kimball 

and Kropf 2005, Barnes et al 2017). This extensive literature has stressed the importance of different vote 

casting procedures, information, and layout, among other design features, to understand vote choices. On 

Election Day, the informational cues provided by candidates’ pictures are presented to voters in combination 

with information about their candidacy–their name, party label, and the office for which they are running. 

Also, candidates’ pictures are placed in a ballot with many other design features that may affect voters’ choice 

such as the size of the ballot of the placement of the candidate within the ballot. The ballot structure and the 

information in it provides voters with additional material to make their choice. As such, I intend to explore 

whether the contextual information provided in the voting booth on Election Day alters electoral 

performance of candidates when interacting with physical attributes and perceived personality traits.  
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In this chapter I study how the effect of candidates’ picture in the ballot combined with other two 

ballot features may affect voter choice: the size of the ballot and the position of the candidate in the ballot. 

The size of the ballot varies depending on the total number of candidates and parties running for the same or 

different races. The placement of the party and candidate in the ballot varies depending on the electoral rules 

and other election administration norms. As such, in an open list multimember proportional representation 

systems, where voters are able to choose multiple candidates from different lists (panachage), the order of the 

candidates in the ballot is determined by: a) the party or other type of selection process mechanism such as 

primaries, which decides the order in which the candidates are presented within the list and, b) election 

administration rules, that decides the order in which each party is presented in the ballot, which can be sorted 

alphabetically, by the parties’ list numerical code, or randomly, among the most common sorting criteria 

(IDEA, 2007).  

Both, order and crowdedness impact voters’ choice through two mechanisms. First, when order in 

the ballot is a party elite decision, it could be interpreted by voters as some type of hierarchy within the party. 

More visible positions could be signaling importance within the party, in particular voters with some party 

preference. Second, order in the ballot –both, the one that determines candidates’ position within the party 

and the one that determines parties’ position within the ballot- and crowdedness of the list –which is 

determined by the number of parties competing and the number of seats at stake in that district- combined 

with the number or candidates competing for the same position, could trigger satisficing responses from the 

voter: less politically engaged and ill-informed voters could be inclined to vote for the more accessible option 

(i.e. primacy effect).     

I contend that the effect of candidates’ physical attributes and perceived personality traits on 

expected electoral performance will be altered when combined with ballot features such as list crowdedness 

and the candidate’s position in the ballot. I expect that candidates with favorable personal attributes will, on 

average, fare better than those lacking the same traits. However, this will vary based on the position of the 

candidate on the ballot. I expect that candidates worse positioned in the ballot (i.e. where visual hierarchy 

pays less attention) benefit more of favorable personality traits than those positioned better in the ballot. In 
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other words, order in the ballot has larger effect on vote share than candidates’ personal attributes only for 

the more visible placements in the ballot. Those placed first have a bonus vote both as a result of the primacy 

effect or voter fatigue, independently of their personality traits. However, once the voter made it through the 

more visible spots, positive personality traits will result in larger vote share, everything else equal.   

Personal attributes effect on vote share will also vary depending on whether candidates are part of a 

highly crowded ballot or share the ballot with a small number of contenders. The information cues provided 

to the voter through candidates’ pictures diminishes as the ballot grows in size. As the number of available 

information increases there is a decline of cues subjects can integrate into their decision (Chewning and 

Harrel 1990, Sicilia and Ruiz 2010). Information shortcut can only be effective if they are accessible to the 

voter (Arceneaux and Kolodny 2009). Candidates with positive physical attributes and perceived personality 

traits will be able to capitalize them if they can be compared to a manageable (i.e. limited) number of options, 

such in the cases of less crowded lists.  

 To test this, I use an original dataset based on online and face-to-face survey conducted in El 

Salvador and Ecuador, where voters choose National Legislators using open list proportional representation 

rule with panachage. In this type of system the amount of information required to the voter to cast an informed 

vote is larger because competition is not only among parties, but also among candidates within same party. In 

this contexts, party label is not enough information cues to cast an informed vote.  

In this survey, subjects were asked to share their perception and judgment on candidates’ physical 

characteristics and personality traits based on their face’s picture. In particular, I intended to obtain an 

independent measure of trait inference from physical appearance asking subjects to judge the degree to which 

individuals shown in a series of pictures could be considered attractive, likeable, competent, trustworthy, 

mature and dominant using a seven-point scale question. The goal was to replicate how voters judge the 

appearance of candidates in an election. This information was then used to predict actual electoral 

performance when including contextual information provided by the ballot, particularly, information on the 

placement in the ballot and crowdedness of the ballot.  
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In line with previous research, I find evidence to sustain that higher scores on physical attributes and 

perceived personality traits are correlated to better electoral performance. I also find that this is especially true 

for candidates positioned at the bottom of the ballot in Ecuador. When comparing candidates in worse 

positions, those with higher positive attributes’ scores fare better than those who score worse. I also find 

effect on candidates’ electoral performance depending on list crowdedness and candidates’ scores in El 

Salvador. Higher personal scores are positively correlated with votes in less crowded ballots, but in very 

crowded ballots, physical attributes cease to be informative, or of use, to the voter.    

This has important implications for elections and candidate competition in open list PR systems. 

First, it reveals the potential that physical attractiveness has on election outcomes. Knowing this, parties can 

strategically locate candidates with specific attributes in key places in order to maximize their vote share. 

Second, most of the countries using open list PR elections use this rule under the contention that this type of 

system allows a more direct link between representatives and voters, less mediated by the parties. However, 

despite the open list rule where the voter seem to have a larger influence to choose who gets elected, the 

ability to determine who gets in the ballot and in which positions provides elites with important influence on 

electoral outcomes. All of this create opportunities for electoral reformers to gain an advantage while 

pursuing voter-experience improvements.  
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Literature Review 

Several studies have shown that ballot features can influence electoral outcomes. This extensive 

literature has stressed the importance of different vote casting procedures, information and layout, among 

other design features of the ballot, to understand issues such as the extent of the personal vote (Reynolds and 

McCormick 1986, Ware 2000, Roberts 2008), the electoral connection and legislative responsiveness (Katz 

and Sala 1996, Engstrom and Kernell 2005, Wittrock et al 2008, Roberts 2009), proportion of straight/split 

ticket voting (Darcy and Schneider 1989, Walker 1966, Campbell et al 1960, Barnes et al 2017), probability of 

casting a non-valid vote (Herrnson et al 2012), unrecorded votes (Kimball and Kropf 2005), mismarking the 

ballot (Niemi and Herrnson 2003), residual votes (Ansolabehere and Stewart III 2003), and over-vote and 

under-vote (Agresti and Presnell 2002).  

Three of the most extensively studied ballot features and their influence on voter behavior are the 

candidates’ position in the ballot (Bowler et al. 1992; Krosnick 1991; Krosnick and Miller 1998; Augenblick 

and Nicholson 2012; Pasek et al. 2014), the length of the ballot (Selb 2008; Cunow 2014), and the candidate’s 

picture (Matson and Fine 2006, McDermott 2005, Banducci et al. 2008). Candidates’ pictures is often times 

used by the voter to derive stereotyped conclusions about a candidate’s role-specific personality traits. As 

such, positive traits are associated with positive role-specific personality traits, and thus, related positively with 

electoral performance (Banducci et al. 2008). Ballot placement may provide information about the party’s 

preferences or the candidate’s hierarchy within the party or promote certain choices detriment to others by 

triggering satisficing responses. Literature has shown that voters give more careful consideration to the 

alternatives at the top, whether that is by associating ballot order with a hierarchy within the party/coalition 

or simply as a result of deploying a satisficing response to voter fatigue phenomena (Augenblick and 

Nicholson 2012). Finally, overcrowded ballots, may lead satisficing responses given that large amount of 

information may reduce the usefulness of the cues subjects can integrate into their decision (Chewning and 

Harrel 1990).  
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Although scholars have studied each of these ballot features, how all of them are combined to 

inform voters’ choices has been less studied. The fact that most of ballot studies are single state or country 

analysis makes it more difficult to find variation in all of these three aspects at the same time. Most of the 

research on the effect of candidates’ picture in the ballot in the US are done on specific states and single 

constituencies, and thus, scholars find difficulties to find variations in the length of the ballot or order of the 

candidates.  

The combined effect of these ballot features becomes even more relevant when voters have the 

possibility to choose candidates within parties. In open-list systems with panachage, the options available to 

the voter are not restricted to parties, but to candidates across parties. As such, the amount of information 

required is even more: knowing about the party’s policy positions or ideology is not enough. When this 

happens, different ballot features can play a crucial role as informational cues, or heuristics, to make a 

decision on the Election Day. In the following section I offer a review on each of these pieces of literature to 

then show the importance of studying the combined effect of these to understand electoral outcomes.  

Candidate’s Photo: Stereotyped Cue 

The inclusion of candidates’ pictures in the ballot is one of the many ballot features that is expected 

to have an effect on election outcomes. Several studies have shown that physical appearance of candidates 

matter when explaining electoral success (Olivola and Todorov 2010). In fact, positive traits inferred from 

candidates’ images have been shown to have a direct and indirect impact on vote choice: physically appealing 

candidates attract more votes (Rosar et al 2008), as well as attractiveness or maturity, for example, tend to be 

associated to personality traits that may lead to alter candidates’ chances to win an election (Potuaara et al 

2009).  

The idea that candidates with certain physical and personality traits are more successful in the 

elections is explained by the psychology research indicating that people often judge unfamiliar individuals 

based on their appearance (Hart et al 2011, Olivola and Todorov 2010). Stockemer and Praino (2015) show 
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that uninformed voters use attractiveness as a heuristic device in determining their voting behavior (Hart et al 

2011). Candidates’ physical attributes such as attractiveness, gender and race are low-information heuristic 

shortcuts. The less informed voters are about the qualifications and experience of political candidates, as well 

as the content of political programs, the more this shortcuts are applied. Everything else equal--including 

campaign resources and spending (Benjamin and Shapiro 2009), party strength (King and Leigh 2009, 

Lawson et al. 2010), level of competitiveness of the race (Atkinson et al 2009), candidates popularity or 

incumbency position (Rosar et al 2008)—candidates with positive attributes derived from their image will 

garner a larger percent of votes. 

The literature on candidate stereotypes and informational cues can offer a good explanation for the 

causal relationship between physical characteristics and electoral success. According to this literature, gender, 

race, (McDermott, 1998) and even physical attractiveness (Stockemer and Praino 2015) can influence 

evaluations of a candidate’s issue competencies, and even ideology and issue positions, and thus electability 

(Banducci et al 2008). Also, social phycology shows that individuals with more desirable personality traits are 

also thought to possess other positive attributes. In the electoral arena, physically appealing candidates are 

associated with personality traits such as competence or trustworthiness (Lawson et al 2010). 

This idea was tested using both experimental and survey data, which is then correlated with actual 

votes received by each candidate for different countries, including the U.S. (Oliviola and Todorov 2010, 

Mattes et al 2009, Lenz and Lawson 2011), Germany, Finland (Poutvaara et.al 2009), Brazil, Mexico (Lawson 

et al 2010), Japan (Rule et al 2010), France, Ireland, Switzerland, UK (Banducci et al 2008), Australia (King 

and Leigh 2009), and Canada (Leigh and Susilo 2007, Little et al 2007). Moreover, these studies included 

different constituencies such as national (Mattes et al 2009), state and local elections (Rosar et al 2012), as well 

as a variety of electoral systems ranging from single member district plurality systems such as the US cases, to 

proportional open list multimember districts like the Finnish case.  

All of these studies, however, suffer of the same weakness as many of the studies focusing on 

electoral systems and their impact on voters’ behavior and electoral outcomes: they assume uniformity on 
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how the electoral offer is presented to the voter. This literature assumes that all alternatives available to the 

voter are equally accessible and share the same level of visibility in the actual ballot. This unstated assumption 

limits the understanding of how candidates’ pictures in the ballot influence electoral outcomes. Basically, 

different factors present on the Election Day, including the ballot structure and the way alternatives are 

presented, combined with candidates’ physical attributes and perceived personality traits affect voters’ choice, 

and in turn, my result in different electoral outcomes.  

The length of the ballot (Wattenberg et al 2000, Walker 1966, Darcy and Schneider 1989, 

Wanderleeuw and Engstrom 1987), party and candidate placement (Taebel 1975, Ho and Imai 2008, Lutz 

2009, Miller and Krosnick 1998, Villodres 2008), layout of the ballot, technology, and informational cues 

(Laskowski and Redish 2006, Kimball and Kropf 2005) made available through the voting procedure are 

studied by the literature as features that influence voters’ behavior. This literature offers an exhaustive analysis 

of how each of these elements is critical to electoral results, but pays less attention on how all of these factors 

interact with each other and with other contextual variables in order to better understand electoral outcomes. 

The Order of Candidate and Party Placement in the Ballot: Relevance Cue and 

Satisficing Response 

Although some studies recognize the importance contextualizing the effect of image on behavior, the 

so called ‘context’ for these studies is dominated by the electoral rules, party system and some individual 

characteristics, among which incumbency, gender and ethnicity are the most common (McDermott 1998). 

For these studies, these are the factors that moderate or enhance the effect of candidates’ physical 

characteristics on election outcomes. For instance, attractiveness is a trait that plays a higher role in the 

election of women compared to men (Rosar et al 2008). However, none of these studies analyze the role 

played by different features of the ballot, such as the order in which candidates are sorted, in conjunction 
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with candidates’ physical attributes to determine electoral outcomes. And this becomes most important in 

systems that include candidates’ pictures on the ballot.  

The order in which candidates’ names appear on the ballot, as well as the placement of the party 

within the ballot are two different dimensions in an open list multimember system. In single member district 

systems, the order or the party coincides with the order of the candidates. When candidates have to choose 

among candidates from different political parties, there are two dimensions to take into account, which has to 

be combined in order to understand voters’ choice.    

The order of the candidates in the ballot has been found to be used by voters as an informational 

cue, with relevant implications on candidates’ probability of being elected (Koppell and Steen 2004; Ho and 

Imai 2006; 2008). Candidates at the top of the ballot enjoy a vote reward, which is known as primacy effect 

(Miller and Krosnick 1998). According to this line of research, a primacy effect is expected to emerge because 

people tend to choose voting options at the top of the ballot as a baseline to compare the options that appear 

below. Voters give more careful consideration to the alternatives at the top, either because they associate 

ballot order with a hierarchy within the party/coalition or simply because they deploy a satisficing response to 

voter fatigue phenomena (Bowler et al. 1992; Krosnick 1991; Krosnick and Miller 1998; Augenblick and 

Nicholson 2012; Pasek et al. 2014).  

Although research has developed a clear understanding of how primacy effect informs voter’s 

decisions at the polls and how they map on to candidates vote shares, research on primacy effects has largely 

been limited to the U.S. context, where candidates compete in single member district electoral system (Ho 

and Imai 2006; 2008; Koppell and Steen 2004). A large number of democracies employ open list proportional 

representation systems, wherein candidates compete against candidates from other political parties but also 

against co-partisans. Yet, only recently have scholars recognized the importance of the primacy effect in open 

list PR multimember systems (Marcinkiewicz and Stegmaier 2014; Marcinkiewicz 2013; Ortega Villodres 

2008), where the party does not provide enough information to make a vote choice. As such, it is unclear 

how generalizable primacy effects are beyond the U.S. context. 
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Moreover, despite the recent increase in attention to the implications of ballot design for electoral 

outcomes, scholars rarely consider how the order of the candidates in the ballot work together with other 

information cues, such as candidates’ physical attributes and perceived personality traits, inform voters’ 

behavior at the polls. Given that electoral systems do not operate in isolation of other contextual factors, it is 

important to consider the extent to which primacy effects exert an influence on electoral outcomes when 

voters have other important information cues at their disposal. 

Ballot Size: Diverted Attention 

Although more choices may be associated to more representative elections, selecting representatives 

from only a few candidates is different than selecting from a larger ballot with more than a dozen of options. 

As the number of parties and candidates increases, so does information acquisition and processing costs 

imposed on the voter. While some voters may respond to this context by continuing to invest in information 

acquisition and carefully evaluating their options, others may adapt their decision-making processes to the 

electoral environment (Cunow 2014). 

According to the literature on “correct voting”, as the number of candidates in an election increases, 

voters increasingly rely on cues other than ideology or policy position. Information shortcuts can provide 

voters with a means of learning about candidates without investing in more costly information about their 

policy positions (Lau and Redlawsk, 2001; Shugart et al 2005), such as candidate race or gender voting 

(Aguilar et al., 2012). When ballots are overcrowded, voters may use additional sources of information such 

as the order of the parties and candidates in the ballot. Candidate and party placement in the ballot, 

independently of the criteria used to determine the order -many countries randomize the order in which the 

parties are organized in the ballot to avoid any biasing effect in favor or against any party (IDEA)-, may also 

provide an additional source of involuntary bias on vote choice. This is either because people pay more 

attention to certain areas of a ballot or because satisficing strategies lead voters to choose the first available 

option in the ticket.   
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Visual hierarchy is the order that the human eye follows when recognizing what it observed. 

According to graphic designers, there are several layout patterns to take advantage of how people scan or 

read. Z-patterns is mostly common when there are not blocks of paragraphs like in a textbook. Eye first scans 

across the top of the page, where important information is likely to be found, then shoots down to the 

opposite corner at a diagonal and does the same thing across the lower part of the page (Eldesouky 2013)1. In 

an open list paper ballot, the main information including race, instructions and parties, are placed across the 

top of the page, while parties used to place their most important candidates at the top of the ballot 

(Marcinkiewicz and Stegmaier 2014). 

Although candidates’ picture, order, placement and other ballot features such as the size are known 

to exert a strong impact on electoral outcomes, the combination of these may enhance or attenuate their 

individual expected effect on electoral outcomes. In this research, I focus on how candidates’ physical 

attributes and perceived personal traits, combined with length and overall position in the ballot influence 

candidate’s electoral performance.  

                                                           
1 See also: https://99designs.com/blog/tips/6-principles-of-visual-hierarchy/, https://instapage.com/blog/z-pattern-
layout 

https://99designs.com/blog/tips/6-principles-of-visual-hierarchy/
https://instapage.com/blog/z-pattern-layout
https://instapage.com/blog/z-pattern-layout
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Theory: the combined effect of cues, satisficing behavior and 

diverted attention 

The ballot structure and the informational cues it provides to the voter gain more relevance as the 

information about the election decreases, for all or some portion of the electorate. Past research has shown 

that when information on a given election is low –whether for all or some voters-, voters compensate the lack 

of information using cues to make their choice. Two informational cues or shortcuts have been extensively 

studied by the literature on low information contexts: partisan cues and incumbency cues (i.e. Lupia 1994). 

Others have shown that other candidate characteristics such as gender (i.e. McDermott 1998), race (i.e. 

McDermott 1998, Matson and Fine 2006), and occupation (McDermott 2005) also provide information to 

the voter about the election. Some studies contend that these information cues may bias electoral outcomes 

(Banducci et al. 2008), favoring candidates with specific attributes: incumbent, better known or higher profile 

candidates (Krebs 1998), male (Smith and Fox 2001, Lawless and Pearson 2008), white (McDermott 1998), 

and even those considered physically attractive (Little et al. 2007, Berggren et al. 2010).  

Under open list systems, candidates not only compete against opponents from different political 

parties, but they also compete against their own co-partisans. In this context, the party label or party ideology 

or policy position alone is insufficient information for voters to make a choice between candidates of the 

same party. Empirical studies have demonstrated that voters who are ill-informed about candidate’s policy or 

ideological positions can make reasonable decisions relying on information cues, such as the candidate’s 

appearance, gender, ethnicity, and attractiveness (Matson and Fine 2006). Moreover, the information 

provided by a photograph can be in turn used to form judgments about personality traits considered relevant 

for politicians (Banducci et al. 2008, Todorov et al. 2005, Mattes et al. 2009). First impressions tend to prime 

individuals when there are no other information from the candidates. Individuals with more desirable 

personality traits are also thought to possess other positive attributes. In the electoral arena, physically 
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appealing candidates are associated with personality traits such as competence or trustworthiness and as a 

result, positive traits are related to better performance on the Election Day.  

H1: Positive physical attributes and perceived personality traits are associated with a higher 

proportion of votes. 

The informational cues provided by candidates’ pictures are presented to voters in the context of a 

ballot that either provides further information about the candidacy, or possess features that directs the 

attention of the voter in certain ways. This is because the way the electoral alternatives are presented to the 

voter is relevant to account for the elections outcomes. As such, issues such as the order in which the 

candidates are presented, the length of the ballot, the position of the parties and the total number of 

alternatives available to the voter, are variables that, combined with candidates’ pictures, could better explain 

election outcomes.  

The effect of candidates’ physical attributes and perceived personality traits on expected electoral 

performance will be altered when combined with ballot features such as list crowdedness and the candidate’s 

position in the ballot. As stated in the first hypothesis, I expect that candidates with favorable personal 

attributes will, on average, fare better than those lacking the same traits. However, this will vary based on 

their position of the candidate on the ballot.  

The position in the ballot of the candidate in an open list proportional representation system is 

determined by two dimensions: first, the order or the candidates within the party list, and second, placement 

of the party within the ballot. I will call the first one the vertical dimension, and the second one, the 

horizontal dimension of ballot placement. Those candidates that are listed first in the party list are benefited 

from the primacy effect. If voters are ill informed to make a vote choice between candidates, or have no 

strong political preference, they can rely on shortcuts, such as choosing the first candidate in the list by 

assuming hierarchy with the party or by choosing the first candidate in the list as a result of satisficing 

strategy. Thus, candidates that are listed at the top of the party list, will be benefited with larger vote.  
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However, candidates order within the list (vertical dimension) is only one dimension of the candidate 

placement in the ballot. Being first in the party list does not guarantee the best spots in the ballot. This 

depends on the party placement within the ballot (horizontal dimension). Just as the primacy effect assigns 

vote rewards to the top of the list, so does eye movement patterns and visual hierarchy across the horizontal 

dimension of the ballot.  

Candidate placement is then the result of the intersection of the two dimensions. The attention paid 

and importance assigned to the information placed on a piece of paper declines along the horizontal axis 

from left to right, tracing what graphic designers call the “Z pattern”. This reinforce the reward provided to 

parties on the left upper side, detriment to the ones on the right bottom side of the ballot.    

Given that voters have more choices in open list PR systems, I expect primacy affect and attention 

reward play a role in combination to candidates’ picture on electoral performance. I expect that on average, 

candidates with positive personality and physical traits will receive a bonus in electoral rewards. However, in 

open-list PR systems, where candidates compete with fellow candidates from other parties—arranged along a 

horizontal axis—and candidates from their own party—placed along the vertical axis, higher personality 

scores will play a larger role among candidates that do not enjoy of the primacy effect or directed attention 

such as the candidates located in the left upper corner of the ballot. 

I expect that candidates worse positioned in the ballot (i.e. where visual hierarchy pays less attention) 

benefit more of favorable personality traits than those positioned better in the ballot. In other words, order in 

the ballot has larger effect on vote share than candidates’ personal attributes only for the more visible 

placements in the ballot. Those placed in prime positions have a bonus vote both as a result of the primary 

effect and voter fatigue, independently of their personality traits. However, once the subject made it through 

the more visible spots, positive personality traits will result in larger vote share, everything else equal.   

H2: Positive physical attributes and perceived personality traits are associated with a higher 

proportion of votes, especially for candidates that are worse placed within the ballot (Z pattern). 
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Open list PR systems with very fragmented party systems may translate into larger ballots due to high 

number of candidates, which imposes additional informational costs to the voter. As the number of options 

available to the voter increases, so do the costs associated to information gathering, potentially pushing voters 

to rely more frequently on information cues such as physical attributes and ballot order. However, all other 

information present in the ballot will also receive less attention as the number of alternatives increase. Voter 

fatigue is more likely to occur in overcrowded contexts.  

The effect of personal attributes on vote share will vary depending on whether candidates are part of 

a highly crowded ballot or share the ballot with a small number of contenders. The information cues 

provided to the voter through candidates’ pictures diminishes as the ballot grows in size. As the number of 

available information increases there is a decline of cues subjects can integrate into their decision (Chewning 

and Harrel 1990, Sicilia and Ruiz 2010). Information shortcut can only be effective if they are accessible to 

the voter (Arceneaux and Kolodny 2009). Candidates with positive physical attributes and perceived 

personality traits will be able to capitalize them if they can be compared to a manageable (i.e. limited) number 

of options, such in the cases of less crowded lists. To evaluate whether the increasing number of candidates 

diminishes the usability of information cues provided by candidates’ pictures, I test the following hypothesis: 

H3: Positive physical attributes and perceived personality traits are associated with a higher 

proportion of votes, especially in small ballots. 
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Data and Research Design 

I use original survey data and National Legislative electoral data from two Latin American countries 

that use open list system with panachage: Ecuador and El Salvador. Under this rule, parties (and independent 

candidates) present a list of candidates from which the voter have the option of voting a party list, but they 

can also cast their vote by choosing individual candidates from the same or different parties. The voter can 

choose to cast a preference for one single candidate up to a maximum of the number of district magnitude 

(see Figure 1.1 for ballot examples from Ecuador and El Salvador).  

[Figure 1.1 about here] 

This type of electoral system offers advantages to studying the role of candidates’ physical 

characteristics and other ballot design issues on electoral performance. First, the rules governing this system 

are more complex compared to those in closed list systems, making information cues other than party a more 

relevant variable when casting the vote. As stated before, party label does not offer enough information to the 

voter that decides to cast a preference vote. Second, voters have multiple ways of casting a ballot: a) by party; 

b) by candidates all from the same party; c) by candidates from different parties; d) vote only one candidate, 

or; e) vote for multiple candidate up to the district magnitude. Although voters can choose to vote by party, a 

considerable number of voters decide to do it by candidate (around 20 percent of the voters in each country). 

Voters in this context decide not only their vote choice, but also, how to cast the vote. Finally, the vote 

casting procedure differs compared to other open list systems used to study the relation between candidates’ 

picture, ballot information and vote choice. While in most of the studied cases the voter has to choose one 

option among many (Finland), and as in the case of Brazil, there is no party ordered list, in the case of open 

list systems with panachage all of the candidates from all of the parties are presented in a single piece of 

paper, organized by party, and within the party, according to the order established by the party elite (or 

primary election results), and voters have to choose as many candidates as they wish.   
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Throughout the survey, subjects were asked to share their perception and judgment on candidates’ 

physical characteristics and personality traits based on their face’s picture. Through this process, I obtain an 

independent measure of trait inference from physical appearance and personality traits. I then used this 

information to predict individual candidates’ electoral performance when including contextual information 

provided by the ballot, particularly, information on the placement in the ballot and crowdedness of the ballot.  

The Subjects in the Survey 

The goal of the survey was to build independent measures of candidates’ physical attributes and 

personality traits by using what is known as the “naïve judgment method”. According to this method, 

subjects have to judge candidates’ attributes with the only information provided by a picture.   

Although some research shows consensus in how judgment is formed across cultures, there might be 

cross-cultural differences on the actual meaning or importance of certain attributes and traits (Rule et al 

2010). This is because people tend to self-project and generalize their own perspective and beliefs onto others 

(Lenz and Lawson 2011). If this is true, then perception and meaning of certain traits may change across 

cultures, and thus, as explained by Lenz and Lawson (2011) the relationship between trait judgments and 

outcome variables may differ across cultures. In judging the relation between physical and personality traits 

and election outcomes, cultural difference may play a role. In other words, even when there could be 

intercultural consensus on the trait, there must not be consensus on what that trait means for an elected 

position across cultures.  

For this reason, I conducted face-to-face surveys in both Ecuador and El Salvador with adult men 

and women over 18 years old using IPads, and additional online surveys to Ecuadorian college students from 

six Universities with diverse demographic background, to obtain measures of physical and personality traits of 

actual candidates from the respective country. Face-to-face surveys in different locations across San Salvador 

and La Libertad departments were conducted between February 21st to March 30th of 2017. During that 

period, a total of 689 subjects were surveyed. In Ecuador, a total of 699 subjects were surveyed in Quito 
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using face-to-face method between October 23rd and November 15th of 2016, while additional 329 college 

students from six universities across different departments in Ecuador with diverse demographic background 

were surveyed between October 23rd and December, 8th of 2016.  

In Ecuador, from the student sample, 26 percent were women, 30 percent men and 43 percent did 

not provide demographic information. From the adults’ sample, 55 percent were female and 45 male. The 

vast majority considered themselves “mestizo” (90 percent in the public sample and almost half in the student 

sample). The rest was divided among indigenous, white, montubio and African-Ecuadorian. The average age 

was 26 for college students and 36 for the survey conducted in the streets. On average, the sample was 

educated (60 percent of respondents completed high school or higher education) and informed (57 percent 

read/watch news more than once a weak). 46 percent reported to belong to high or medium income family 

and 34 percent said to be against the incumbent presidential administration.  

Out of the 699 subjects surveyed in El Salvador, 48 percent were women and 52 percent men. Also, 

the majority of the survey respondents considered themselves to be mestizo, about 75 percent. The average 

age of the sample is 29 and the sample was also quite educated as in the case of Ecuador (47 percent of 

respondents completed high school or higher education). 59% percent said that they read or watch news 

more than once a weak and 63 percent reported to belong to high or medium income family. Finally, 62 

percent said to be against the incumbent presidential administration. 

It is important to note that this does not constitute a representative sample of the population of 

voters, but a convenience sample. The locations for the interviews were selected to both guarantee certain 

diversity in backgrounds, but also safe environment for the students who helped in conducting the surveys. 

Ideally, I would be able to compare the characteristics of the used sample and the demographic profile of the 

voters in each of these countries, so I would make explicit the differences between my sample and the 

population to which conclusions are generalized. However, demographic information about voters is not 

available for the elections under study. An alternative way to show that the method of true consensus is at 
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work in my sample, is to show that the means for the scores under study (i.e. physical and personality traits) 

do not vary significantly for the different subpopulations of my sample. 

Less sophisticated voters are often correlated with lower income and less politically engaged 

population, and thus, more likely to vote based on heuristics given that they cannot rely in knowledge about 

candidates ideological and issue position. Thus, I choose these two demographic variables to compare means 

at the scores of interests (i.e. candidate traits, in this case I only use attractiveness) to show that overall means 

do not vary substantially across subpopulations.  

Figures 1.2 and 1.3 shows the density plots for the subpopulation that reported low income versus 

those that reported high income family in Ecuador and El Salvador respectively.2 The means of the scores3 

do not differ from each other in a dramatic way.4 Same could be shown when comparing subjects that 

reported to politically engaged5, compared to those that reported not to be informed (Figures 1.4 and 1.5).6  

[Figure 1.2 about here] 

[Figure 1.3 about here] 

[Figure 1.4 about here] 

[Figure 1.5 about here] 

                                                           
2 The question in the survey asked: Which one of the following describes better the situation of your family: The income 
perceived by your family: 1. Is good enough for you and you can save from it; 2. Is just enough for you, so that you do 
not have major problems; 3. Is not enough for you and you are stretched; 4. Is not enough for you and you are having a 
hard time, 5. Don’t Know/Don’t Answer (taken from Lapop Americas Barometer Questionnaire). 
3 As it is explained lately when describing how each variable is measured, I use a relative measure for each trait by 
dividing each candidates’ score by the mean district score, given that all of the candidates compete against each other, 
independently of the party list. This measure ranks the physical appearance of contenders relative to each other across 
the district.  
4 Low income included the all of the subjects that reported categories 3 and 4 (total of 457 respondents in Ecuador) and 
high income include those who reported categories 1 and 2 (427 respondents in Ecuador). Difference with the total of 
subjects respond to those who did not answer this question. 
5 The question in the survey asked: How often do you read political news in the newspaper, radio, TV or Internet: 1. 
Every Day, 2. Sometimes a Week, 3. sometimes in a Month, 4.Almost Never, 5. Never 
6 Informed subjects included the all of the subjects that reported categories 1 and 2 (total of 284 respondents in 
Ecuador) and non-informed included categories 3, 4 and 5 (601 respondents in Ecuador). Difference with the total of 
subjects respond to those who did not answer this question. 
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The Survey Questions 

This pool of subjects rated a sample of actual national legislative candidates from the 2013 election in 

Ecuador and 2015 election in El Salvador on physical and personality attributes with the only information 

provided by the picture that was in the actual ballot. In particular, through this survey, I obtained an 

independent measure of candidate traits asking subjects to judge the degree to which individuals shown in a 

series of pictures are attractive, mature, likeable, competent, trustworthy and dominant using a 7-point scale. 

The six attributes were chosen to have at least one measure in each cell when combining the 

following categories: physical trait versus personality trait (Wills and Todorov 2006), role specific trait versus 

role independent trait (Rosar et al 2008), and trait that depicts warmth versus trait that depicts power (Rule et 

al 2010). See Table 1.1.   

[Table 1.1 about here] 

The subjects were each presented with six pictures (15 in the case of the online survey in Ecuador) 

and asked to evaluate the following traits using seven-point scale in which 1 meant that a particular trait 

describes very badly the person in the picture and 7 describes very well the person in the picture. Candidates 

appeared randomly to the subjects, and so did the traits to be evaluated to avoid priming or bias. 

The question was: “Using a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means ‘describes very badly’ and 7 ‘describes 

very well’, to what extent does the following attributes describe the person in the picture?” See Figure 1.6 for 

an example of survey question.  

[Figure 1.6 about here] 

Subjects were also asked whether they recognized the candidate in the picture to avoid responses that 

could potentially be a punishment or reward to candidates based on the subject’s information about them. 

Finally, each subject completed their personal information, including age, party affiliation, level of education, 

political knowledge, and gender.  
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Because of the “method of truth consensus” (Patzer 1985), which states that trait scores are not 

subject specific but similar across people with different backgrounds, 12 coders for each candidate was the 

baseline to reach a reasonable measure of traits (Henss 1992, Rosar et al 2008). In Ecuador, a total of 1,028 

subjects (329 online survey responses and 699 face-to-face interview responses using iPad) rated 328 

candidates. In El Salvador, 699 subjects coded 208 pictures from El Salvador. On average, 22 coders judged 

each candidate picture in each of these countries, which is on average the number of responders used by most 

of the research using this methods.7  In fact, according to Henss (1992), in attractiveness research, 12 raters 

are seen as appropriate for determining objective attractiveness scores, claiming that a much larger samples of 

10,000 raters would not significantly change the measured average scores (Rossar et al 2008). 

The Pictures in the Survey 

The sample of pictures was built using a stratified random sample from the complete pool of 

candidates for the national legislature in 2013 for Ecuador and in 2015 for El Salvador. The stratification was 

done using three steps. First, using those places with district magnitude larger than three in Ecuador and four 

in El Salvador, I calculated the Gini coefficient per party list in each district as a measure of variation or 

inequality in the number of votes received for each candidate within each party, when dropping the votes for 

the first candidate of the list. This allowed to have cases where voters chose complete list and also cases 

where voters decided to use the personalized vote, and test whether in each of these cases personal attributes 

explained one or the other strategy. Then, I stratified the sample in quintiles, where the first 20 percent of the 

list represented the party-lists-districts with the highest inequality in vote share among candidates and the last 

20 percent the party-list-district with the largest inequality in the votes received by its candidates. Finally, I 

randomly selected one fifth in the case of Ecuador and less than half in the case El Salvador of the lists from 

each strata. This strategy gave me enough variation in terms of personal vote and ballot structure while 

                                                           
7 Banducci et al 2008 uses 25 coders per candidate, Rossar et al 2008 uses 24 coders per candidate.  
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leading to a manageable sample in terms of the minimum number of subjects I needed to code for each 

candidate.8  

This strategy lead to a total of 328 pictures for Ecuador, 174 men and 154 women, and 251 for El 

Salvador. Given that 46 candidate pictures were not available, the total number of candidates in El Salvador is 

205. Out of these, 129 are men and 76 women.    

All pictures from Ecuador were collected from the webpage of the electoral authority in Ecuador. 

Although the picture was the same as the one in the ballot, the quality and size were better than the ones 

could extract from the ballot pdfs.9 In the case of El Salvador, the electoral authority provided high 

resolution, high quality pictures of the candidates. All pictures show the face of the candidate, and were of 

similar quality and format, to avoid influencing subjects’ judgment with other contextual features.  

Electoral Data 

I used data from the last elections available in each country at the moment of conducting each 

survey. I used 2013 National Legislative electoral results for Ecuador and 2015 National Legislative electoral 

results for El Salvador. All of the data was provided by each countries’ electoral authority. I also used original 

ballots from each country in order to code the order of the candidate, the position in the ballot along the 

horizontal axis, and the crowdedness of the list. This information was then used to test whether physical 

attributes and perceived personality traits combined with other ballot features are related to candidates’ 

electoral performance.  

                                                           
8 In Ecuador, out of 266 district-party lists with more than 3 candidates each, 5 groups ranging from 52 to 53 lists 
depending on their Gini coefficient were built. From each of these groups, 10 were randomly selected to be part of the 
sample. This resulted in a total of 328 candidates. In El Salvador, out of 39 district-party list with more than 4 candidates 
each, 5 groups of 7 or 8 lists depending on their Gini coefficient were built. From each, 3 were randomly selected to be 
part of the sample, resulting in a total of 251 candidates. 43 candidates were not part of the final sample because pictures 
of the same quality were not available.    
9 http://ciudadaniainformada.cne.gob.ec 
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Variables and measures 

The observation is the candidate for each party in each district. The dependent variable is the 

proportion of personal votes obtained by each candidate to the total votes received by the party in a particular 

district. The main independent variables are measures of trait derived from the survey. All of cases in which 

the subject recognized the person in the picture were dropped to ensure impartial trait judgment and avoid 

intentional award or punishment to recognized candidates. Then the trait measure for each of the attributes 

was built and average scores calculated. Scores that were two standard deviations above or below the mean 

were excluded from the sample.  

According to the literature, (e.g., Banducci et al., 2008; Rosar et al 2008) voters use relative judgments 

of candidates’ physical attributes rather than their absolute perceived attractiveness (Stockemer et al 2015). 

Thus, I created a relative measure for each trait by dividing each candidates’ score by the mean district score, 

given that all of the candidates compete against each other, independently of the party list. This measure 

ranks the physical appearance of contenders relative to each other across the district. I expected a positive 

relation between this treatment measures and the proportion of personal vote obtained by each candidate.  

I built a measure of ballot position and crowdedness of the list. For the first one, I divided the order-

position of each candidate in the list by the district magnitude (vertical placement), and the horizontal 

position of the party in the ballot divided by the total number of parties in the district. For every candidate I 

now have two values: the horizontal position and the vertical position. I use those values to divide the ballot 

in four quadrants. The upper left quadrant is composed by all of the candidates that score less than .5 in both 

horizontal and vertical position. The upper right all of the candidates that score less than .5 in the vertical but 

more than .5 in the horizontal. The bottom left includes the candidates that score more than .5 in the vertical 

but less than .5 in the horizontal, and the bottom right the candidates that score more than .5 in both 

dimensions. I created an ordinal variable where the number four represents the upper left quart in the ballot, 

the one that receives more attention according to the Z patter theory of graphic design, the number three the 
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upper right, the number two 2 the bottom left, and the number one the bottom right, or the one that receives 

less attention.  

[Figure 1.7 about here] 

I then built and interaction between personality and physical attribute scores from the survey and the 

position variable to test whether electoral performance differ for candidates in different positions of the 

ballot given the same personality attribute score. I expect a higher bonus for those candidates that score high 

in personal traits but are placed in worse positions within the ballot.  

I also built a measure of the number of total candidates competing in each district. This was done by 

multiplying the number of parties competing in each district by the district magnitude (which is equivalent to 

the total number of candidates that each list present for each district). I built a dummy variable for every 

candidate competing against more or less than 50 candidates. I then built interaction between trait scores and 

this measure to test whether electoral performance differ for candidates in different ballot sizes given the 

same personality attribute score. I expect a higher bonus for those candidates that score high in personal traits 

competing in smaller ballots.  

I also include a dummy variable for the sex of the candidate and the incumbency status, under the 

expectation that women will receive less votes than male candidates if there is an implicit biased against 

women in the electorate, and that incumbent candidates will garner a larger vote share independently of ballot 

design concerns. I included an interaction term between sex and the candidate trait scores and fixed effects by 

party. 
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Results 

Given the high correlation between several of the traits, I will be presenting here the results for one 

of the most extensively studied attributes: attractiveness (see Figure 1.8). From these correlation plots we can 

see that four out of six traits (attractiveness, competent, trustworthy and likeable) are highly correlated in both 

countries and the correlation is in every case positive. A different pattern can be seen with mature and 

dominance. While in both cases are not very much correlated with the other four traits, in some of the cases 

the correlation is not even positive. In this section I present the results for attractiveness on vote share, while 

the results for the other five traits included in the survey (confident, trustworthy, mature, dominance and 

competent) are presented in the Appendix: Additional Results on the Effect of Candidates’ Physical and 

Personality Traits on Vote Share in Ecuador and El Salvador.  

[Figure 1.8 about here] 

Table 1.2 shows the results for Ecuador. I ran six different models. First, the model with no 

interaction terms to see the overall effect of the trait on the electoral performance (H1). Second and third 

models include the interaction terms between trait score and position and crowdedness (H2 and H3). Fourth 

model includes an interaction with sex of candidate to test whether traits affect more to women likelihood of 

winning votes than men. The fifth model include the three interactions, while the sixth model also includes 

random effects by party to control by any dependency in my observations.  

[Table 1.2 about here] 

In every model, attractiveness is positively related to vote share. More attractive candidates are 

rewarded with an increase on their personal share of vote in at least .04 percentage points according to Model 

1. When including the interaction term between ballot position and trait (Model 2), the main effect also 

increases in magnitude. The vote reward increases almost 3 times, from .04 to 0.11, and this effect still holds 

when including the second interaction term (trait and crowdedness), the interaction of attractiveness and sex,  
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and effects by party (Models 3 to 6). The interaction term between trait and ballot position is also significant 

but negative.  

 

Figure 1.9 shows the substantive meaning of this interaction. When moving from upper left to 

bottom right quadrant drawing a Z shape pattern, the effect of attractiveness declines. The reward of higher 

physical score declines when going from worse to better positions in the ballot, reaching 0 effect for the 

candidates placed in the left upper corner of the ballot. This means that while positive attributes may help 

worse positioned candidates, primacy effect outweighs the effect of personality and physical traits.   

[Figure 1.9 about here] 

When a candidate is placed in the upper left corner of the ballot, she or he is almost always noticed 

regardless of attractiveness because that is where people look first. These candidates get an electoral bonus 

for their placement, but attractiveness doesn’t do anything for them. Attractiveness (or the lack of it) can’t 

affect well placed candidates because those candidates are going to be noticed no matter what. But candidates 

with much worse placement in the ballot are not going to be noticed as easily, such as the ones in the bottom 

right corner of the ballot. For these candidates, attractiveness matters much more because it helps them being 

noticed.  

[Table 1.3 about here] 

Table 1.3 shows the results from the standardized models. This table shows how much changes vote 

share when moving one standard deviation from the mean. As we can see in Figure 1.10, for those candidates 

who are worse placed in the ballot, moving from one standard deviation from the mean implies a substantive 

increase in the vote share. This relationship does not hold when we move to better positions in the ballot.  

[Figure 1.10 about here] 
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There is no effect of crowdedness of the list in Ecuador. The reason could be that there is not that 

much variation in the size of the district in this country. Most of the districts magnitudes go from 3 to 7, 

being the national district the only one with large district magnitude (15).  

Table 1.4 presents the results for the same trait in El Salvador. Here, I ran the same six different 

models. Across all of them, attractiveness is positively related to vote share. The coefficient is .078 for the 

first model, and increases to more than .1 in the following models. Although the interaction between traits 

and position is not significant, the interaction between score and crowdedness is negative and significant.  

[Table 1.4 about here] 

Figure 1.11 shows how vote share increases as attractiveness score increase for large and small 

ballots. While there is almost no effect of trait on vote share for large ballots, there is a very positive and 

significant effect of attractiveness in smaller ballots. In less crowded ballots, as the attractiveness score 

increase, so does vote share. Attractiveness doesn’t matter in crowded ballots because there is so much 

information in it that makes it hard for voter to notice information provided by candidates’ pictures.  

[Figure 1.11 about here] 

Table 1.5 shows the results from the standardized models while figure 1.12 shows that for those 

candidates who are placed in small ballots, moving from one standard deviation from the mean implies a 

substantive increase in the vote share. This relationship does not hold for candidates placed in large ballots.  

[Table 1.5 about here] 

[Figure 1.12 about here] 

Attractiveness, ballot placement, and crowdedness are all effecting the likelihood that a candidate is 

noticed among others. 



 
 

37 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Do candidates benefit from different physical attributes derived from the picture presented in the 

ballot? Do physical attributes and perceived personality traits such as attractiveness, gender, race and age 

imply or translate into other role-specific traits that are related to candidates’ electoral performance? What are 

the factors that dilute or enhance the incidence of the picture in the electoral outcome? Do those contextual 

factors equally affect candidates of different gender, age, ethnic background, and attractiveness?  

In this paper I show how the effect of candidates’ picture in the ballot combined with other two 

ballot features --candidates placement in the ballot and crowdedness of the list--, may affect voter choice. I 

contend that the effect of candidates’ physical attributes and perceived personal traits on expected electoral 

performance are altered when combined with ballot features such as list crowdedness and the candidate’s 

position in the ballot. Candidates with favorable personal attributes fare better than those lacking the same 

traits. However, this differs based on their position on the ballot and the number of candidates competing for 

the same position. Candidates worse positioned in the ballot benefit more of favorable personality traits than 

those positioned better in the ballot for the case of Ecuador. Personal attributes effect on votes also vary 

depending on whether candidates are part of a highly crowded ballot or share the ballot with a small number 

of contenders. Candidates with positive physical attributes and perceived personality traits are able to 

capitalize them when they are part of a less crowded list in El Salvador. Future research using this data has to 

explore whether the relation between personal attributes and vote share relates differently for male and 

female candidates.  
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Tables and Figures 
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Table 1.1 Candidates attribute 

 

 

  

  ROLE SPECIFIC ROLE INDEPENDENT 

PHYSICAL  Mature Attractive 

PERSONALITY 
WARMTH Trustworthy Likable 

POWER Dominant Competent 
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Table 1.2  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait and 

other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 
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Table 1.3  Standardized coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait and 

other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 
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Table 1.4  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait and 

other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Table 1.5  Standardized coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait and 

other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Figure 1.1 Ballot examples from Ecuador and El Salvador  
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Figure 1.2 Mean Attractiveness Score for High Income and Low Income Subjects of the 

Sample. Ecuador  
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Figure 1.3  Mean Attractiveness Score for High Income and Low Income Subjects of the 

Sample. El Salvador 
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Figure 1.4  Mean Attractiveness Score for Informed and Non-Informed Subjects of the Sample. 

Ecuador  
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Figure 1.5 Mean Attractiveness Score for Informed and Non-Informed Subjects of the Sample. 

El Salvador 
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Figure 1.6  Survey Question Example 
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Figure 1.7  Z-Pattern Example 
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Figure 1.8 Correlation Plots Ecuador and El Salvador 

 

 

 

  

Ecuador Attractive Likeable Mature Dominant Trustworthy Competent 

Attractive 1 0.621795 -0.11729 -0.00683 0.530158 0.458876 

Likeable 0.621795 1 0.040044 -0.06072 0.687352 0.579747 

Mature -0.11729 0.040044 1 0.295328 0.144641 0.200334 

Dominant -0.00683 -0.06072 0.295328 1 0.003208 0.083905 

Trustworthy 0.530158 0.687352 0.144641 0.003208 1 0.638999 

Competent 0.458876 0.579747 0.200334 0.083905 0.638999 1 
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El Salvador Attractive Likeable Mature Dominant Trustworthy Competent 

Attractive 1 0.464325 0.052198 0.120557 0.435018 0.349338 

Likeable 0.464325 1 0.211656 -0.02138 0.650821 0.463915 

Mature 0.052198 0.211656 1 0.373341 0.320526 0.414992 

Dominant 0.120557 -0.02138 0.373341 1 0.104146 0.230661 

Trustworthy 0.435018 0.650821 0.320526 0.104146 1 0.569433 

Competent 0.349338 0.463915 0.414992 0.230661 0.569433 1 

 

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Figure 1.9 Proportion of personal votes by Attractiveness and Ballot Position. Ecuador 2013 
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Figure 1.10 Standardized Proportion of personal votes by Attractiveness and Ballot Position. 

Ecuador 2013 
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Figure 1.11 Proportion of personal votes by Attractiveness and Ballot Position. El Salvador 2015 
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Figure 1.12 Standardized Proportion of personal votes by Attractiveness and Ballot Position. El 

Salvador 2015 
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Chapter 2 | Ballot Order in Open List Systems 

as Elite Strategy. Councilmember Elections in 

Chile 

Although the conventional view is that vote choice is the result of either ideological identification, 

candidate issue position (Carmine and Stimson 1980), party identification (Campbell et al 1960) or incentives 

provided by the electoral rules (Cox 1997), recent studies have shown that voters often rely on information 

cues provided by the ballot on the election day to make their vote choice (McDermott 2005, Matson 2006). 

This is especially true in low information contexts, such as local elections or under complex institutional 

settings, for instance, when voters have to choose not only among parties, but also candidates within parties.  

Several studies have shown that ballot features can influence electoral outcomes. The underlying idea 

of these studies is that the way political options are presented to the voter is important to understand electoral 

outcomes. This literature has stressed the importance of different vote casting procedures, information and 

layout, among other design features of the ballot, to understand voting behavior and election results. Features 

such as is the length of the ballot (e.g. Selb 2008), the order in which candidates and parties are organized in 

the ballot (e.g. Ho and Imai 2008), and the availability of candidates’ pictures in the ballot (e.g. Banducci et al 

2008) become even more relevant when voters have the possibility to choose candidates instead of party lists 

because it makes the informational load demanded to the voter larger. In open-list systems, the options 

available to the voter are not restricted to parties, as it is possible to choose among candidates within the 

same party. As such knowing about the party’s policy positions or ideology may not be enough. When this 

happens, different ballot features can play a crucial role as informational cues, or heuristics, to make a 

decision on the Election Day.  
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In this chapter I explore whether political elites take advantage of different ballot features in order to 

increase vote share. Assuming that ballot features exert an influence on voter behavior, and that parties are 

strategic actors whose main goal is to maximize votes and seats, parties will accommodate their actions to the 

institutional context provided by electoral rules, among them, ballot features. Based on this idea, I explore if 

the combination of the order in which candidates appear in the ballot, and other candidate personal attributes 

that appear in the ballot are strategically used by parties and elites to win a larger share of votes and seats.  

Previous literature has shown that the order in which parties and candidates’ names appear on the 

ballot provides voters with additional information on the election, exerting a strong influence on candidates’ 

success at the polls (Krosnick 1987). Voters reward candidates listed at the top of the ballot either because 

they associate the order with a hierarchy within the party or as a satisficing response to time consuming tasks 

such as voting in low information elections or complex institutional settings. Name recognition and candidate 

sex, has also been shown to influence voter’s decisions at the polls (McDermott 1997). On one side, 

incumbency is associated to experience and higher quality candidates, while gender stereotypes associate 

women with lower qualification for leadership position. There is an extensive literature on how all of these 

factors affect candidates’ or parties’ electoral performance. However, how all of these factors work together 

to inform election outcomes and how party elites use this information to win elections has received less 

attention.  

In this chapter I approach how party elites use the order of the candidates with personal 

characteristics (i.e. gender and incumbency) of the candidates within the list to boost electoral success. 

Chilean municipal electoral data from 2004 to 2012 provide an ideal setting to test this. Chilean municipal city 

councils are elected using open list, multimember, proportional representation rule. Although this is a 

multimember system, voters can only vote for one single candidate, and voting by party or coalition is not an 

option. In such a setting, party labels alone may not provide sufficient information to cast a vote. 

Additionally, seats are assigned first by party/coalition and then within the party’s or coalition’s candidates. 

This makes this open list one in which the list’s performance is as important as individual performance. 

Chilean municipal ballot is a paper based Australian ballot. One single paper ballot contains all the candidates 
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for all parties and coalitions in that race. This allows to study whether the order of the candidates within the 

list has any impact on vote choice, as well as whether the order in which lists are organized in the ballot 

affects electoral outcomes, and thus, how elites use all of these features to win more votes.    

I contribute to the literature on election outcomes, institutions and information cues showing how 

parties use the order of the candidates in each list and candidates’ personal attributes that appear in the ballot 

to improve their chances to win more votes and seats. I do so using a two-step process. First, I will show that 

order, gender and incumbency are actually used by voters as heuristics to inform their vote. The Chilean 

electoral system allows to test how the order of the candidate within the ballot affects vote choice and how 

the order in which parties appear in the ballot affects the overall electoral outcome. Unlike other open list 

systems such as the ones used in Poland or Czech Republic, in which each party presents their candidates in 

different paper ballots, the Chilean system presents all parties and coalitions in one single paper ballot, where 

the order in which coalitions are randomly assigned each election year. I also provide an empirical test of how 

candidate order within the list affects vote choice in open list PR multimember systems, contributing to a 

nascent body of literature that has begun to consider primacy effect in political and institutional contexts 

beyond the United States. I further contribute to this literature by considering how candidate information 

present in the ballot on Election Day, such as gender and incumbency, enhances or moderates the primacy 

effect, something that with few exceptions (Marcinkiewicz 2013) has never been studied in open list systems. 

Finally, using regression discontinuity analysis I show how the order in the ballot is a feature that is used by 

partisan elites to improve their chances to win more votes. To do so, I test how having run and won in the 

previous election, increases candidates’ chances to be placed first in the coalition list in the following election, 

and how this differs between incumbents and challengers, and male and female candidates.  

Results show no primacy effect for the order of the coalitions in the ballot. This finding is consistent 

with the literature that show Chile as a highly institutionalized party system. Even when voters do not have 

information on each individual candidate, Chilean votes, similar to what happens in the US, have a strong 

party identification. Under this circumstance, it is reasonable to expect that party ID is a more relevant cue 

for the voter than the order in which coalitions are presented. Even when voters do not know individual 
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candidates in each list, they are able to identify party labels and make a first choice using this as party cue. 

Although I was not able to find a primacy effect among lists, there is a strong influence of the two major 

coalitions (Concertacion and Alianza) among voters who are not voting for either of those coalitions. I find that 

being placed next to one of the two major coalitions, who on average gather 90% of voters’ political 

preferences (Lapop), increases vote share obtained by minor coalitions.  

While there is no primacy effect among coalitions, there is a non-negligible primacy effect among 

candidates within lists. Once the voters use party as cue to choose the list, the order of the candidates within 

the list offers them a second cue to make their choice. I show that candidates atop the coalition list, 

independently of their sex, enjoy a larger electoral bonus over their co-partisans. However, incumbents placed 

at the top enjoy larger primacy effect than co-partisans. This result is consistent with the strong party 

identification of Chilean voters. If party ID is the most relevant information cue, then voter will see the order 

in which candidates appear as a hierarchy within the party. Those who have not enough information on the 

candidates within the list, will opt to vote for the candidate at the top of the ballot, independently of their sex. 

Incumbents, on the other hand, will be benefited both by being placed first and name recognition. Voters 

with strong party ID will both vote the first candidate in the list to be responsive to party hierarchy while also 

will recognize incumbent candidates. However, women and political novices will tend to be avoided if placed 

in every other order in the ballot, and holding order constant, people will instead vote for male candidates or 

incumbents.  

Do parties take advantage of these findings? Do party elites act consistent with these results? First, 

results show that candidates with previous political experience are more likely to be placed first in the list to 

take advantage of the primacy effect. Furthermore, I find that having run and won in the previous election 

increases candidates’ chances of being placed first in the ballot in the following election and women who win 

have higher chances than woman who lose to be placed first in the list in the next consecutive election. These 

results show voters exhibit less discrimination against women candidate, and use party or coalition and 

previous experience as primary cue. Independently of the sex of the candidate, candidates placed first are seen 

as more important within the list, while candidates at the top also enjoy from the primacy effect due to 
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satisficing responses. Elites, on the other hand, appear to be more gender biased. Parties choose to place at 

the top candidates that have previous experience in general. However, women not only have to have run in 

the previous election, but actually have won to be placed first in the list. 

These findings have important implications for candidates competing in open list systems. The 

sizable electoral bonus enjoyed by candidates at the top of the party list and the way parties select candidates 

to be placed at the top of the ballot indicate that despite the open list structure of elections in Chile, the 

ability to determine the order in which candidates’ names appear on the list renders party elites 

disproportionate influence over election outcomes.  
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Parties’ Strategic Choice 

While political parties are affected by the electoral rules and election administration procedures, such 

as the vote casting procedure and the ballot design, they can be at the same time agents of institutional 

change. Assuming that parties are primarily vote and office seekers, parties have incentives to alter electoral 

institutions with the aim of increasing their chances of winning elections, minimizing a threat, providing an 

advantage to the existing parties, and creating or reinforcing a threshold (i.e. Norris 1995, Boix 1999, Benoit 

2004, 2007). However, changing electoral rules is costly and difficult. 

While major electoral system reform may be difficult to undertake, there are strategic decision parties 

can take to improve their performance. Ballot structures and vote casting procedures can offer elites a way of 

maximizing their chances to win the elections by anticipating voter behavior. As such, anticipating that 

candidates’ order in the list may have a positive effect on total votes, parties can strategically use this by 

assigning top spots to higher quality candidates. If there is evidence of gender bias or incumbency advantage, 

male and incumbent candidates are going to be assigned top spots as opposed to women or political novices.  

In the following section I review the literature on ballots and list order to argue that the combination 

of order and candidates’ individual characteristics that appear in the ballot may offer a good predictor on 

election outcomes. Previous literature has studied list and ballot order. However, with very few exceptions, it 

has not studied how it affects vote choice when combined with candidate sex and previous political 

experience. I will contend that this combination may be manipulated by party elites to improve electoral 

performance.  

The order in the ballot 

Previous work on the U.S. shows that primacy effects have important implications for electoral 

success (Koppel and Steen 2004, Ho and Imai 2008). This literature, with few exceptions (Ho and Imai 2008 

on California open primaries), cannot separate candidates’ vote share from parties’ vote share due to primacy 
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effect, as it deals mostly with single-member districts in the US. However, in open list systems, with 

multimember proportional representation rule, where all of the parties are listed in the same ballot, it is 

possible to separate the primacy effect for the party and for the candidates within parties. Parties listed first in 

the ballot may garner more votes than those listed further down the ballot when party identification is weak. 

This is mostly due to satisficing strategies: when voters have no strong party identification, they will be more 

likely to choose the first available option in the ballot (Krosinick 1998). As such:  

H1: where party identification is not strong, parties listed first will garner, on average, more 

votes than parties listed down the ballot. 

Although this would be a very reasonable expectation in some electoral systems where large ballots 

lead to voter fatigue and make voters choose the first available option, in a context where parties are highly 

institutionalized this may be less likely. According to graphic design parameters and assumptions, visual 

hierarchy follows different patterns, depending on the content and amount of information reader have to 

process. Where information is not necessarily presented in block paragraphs, Z-patterns apply—attention 

goes from upper left to upper right and goes down in diagonal to the bottom left to end in the bottom right 

corner. However, if parties are an actual cue to voters, party ID may provide enough information to cast a 

vote and trump visual hierarchy patterns. Given this, patterns may be structured around relevant lists, even 

for voters with no strong party identification. As such, I will test if: 

H2: Minor parties placed next to major parties on the ballot will garner, on average, more votes 

than parties appearing farther away.  

Additionally, candidates at the top of the list may be perceived as more important and thus, 

associated with certain hierarchy within the party structure. Primacy effect is also the consequence of 

satisficing strategies by voters who are not willing to spend time and effort in casting the vote. In their 

attempt to randomly choose an option, voters may unintendedly lean towards the first listed option (Pasek et 

al. 2014). The explanations for why candidates listed first receive a vote reward lead to believe that the 
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primacy effect matters even more when candidates compete against co-partisans and in more complex voting 

systems—such as in open list systems, since party cues are held constant.  

Under open list systems, candidates not only compete against opponents from different political 

parties, but also against co-partisans. In this context, information provided by the party is not enough for the 

voter to make a choice. If voters are ill-informed to choose among candidates or have no strong political 

preference, they can rely on shortcuts such the list order.  

The primacy effect could thus play against one of the virtues that open lists have in proportional 

representations systems in terms of leveling the field, possible by creating equal opportunities for every 

candidate on the list to access office (Marcinkiewicz 2013) and breaking through the barriers that party 

structures and list placement pose. As such, ballot features that favor an association between ballot and list 

order and candidates’ importance or hierarchy within the party structure could work against those at the 

bottom.  

H3. In PR, open-list systems, candidates at the top of the list will garner, on average, more 

votes than candidates further down the ballot. 

The order in which candidates appear, however, is but one of the many informational cues available 

to voters through the ballot. Although ballot placement will exert a strong impact on election outcomes, 

other contextual and individual factors may enhance or moderate the primacy effect. In open-list systems, 

candidates’ sex and name recognition also serve as informational cues and are available through the ballot, 

which in combination with the ballot order can have an effect on election outcomes. Although these three 

features have been studied by the literature on elections, with few exceptions (Marcinkiewicz and Stegmaier 

2014; Marcinkiewicz 2013), research has not considered how candidates’ order and other informational 

cues—such as name recognition and gender—work together to shape election outcomes.  
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Candidate Incumbency  

Incumbent candidates win at a higher rate than political novices (Mayhew 1974). There are a number 

of reasons why incumbents may fare better at the polls then their novice political opponents. Incumbent 

candidates have higher name recognition among voters at the polls (Shair-Rosenfield and Hinojosa 2014). 

This may be a product of pork-barrel spending or constituency services in the previous election period 

(Fiorina 1977; 1989), strong incumbent candidates deter potential quality challengers from entering the race, 

as there is a high opportunity costs these face for entering races (Cox and Katz 1996; Ashworth and Bueno 

de Mesquita 2008), and finally, incumbents may have more access to campaign resources (Abramowitz 1991). 

Thus, on average, incumbent candidates should garner more votes at the polls than political novices.  

H4. Incumbent candidates will garner more votes than political novices.  

In a context in which voters have to choose candidates within parties, and thus, where party labels do 

not provide enough information to cast a vote, the incumbency advantage and ballot order will work together 

to increase the vote shares of incumbent candidates at the top of the list. Among voters who recognize the 

incumbent’s name, incumbent candidates obtain more votes as a direct result of name recognition. But, even 

when voters do not recognize the incumbent’s name, incumbents at the top of the list still obtain additional 

votes due to the primacy effect. As a result, incumbency advantage and ballot order will have an additive 

effect wherein incumbents at the top of the list benefit from name recognition among voters with some 

information, and they benefit from primacy effects among those voters who do not recognize their name.  

H5: Candidates enjoy a larger incumbency advantage as we move up from the last to the first 

places in the list.  

However, Chile has one of the most institutionalized party systems in Latin America, and is 

reasonable to believe that list order suggests hierarchy within the party and will serve as a cue for the voter on 

candidates’ past experience. In this context, political novices will enjoy from a bonus vote share when placed 

first in the ballot. Political novices placed atop the ballot are going to be perceived by partisan voters as the 
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most important candidate in the list, while at the same time, primacy effect via satisficing response will play in 

their favor, independently of their political experience. As a result:  

H6: Political novices listed first will garner more votes than political novices listed down the 

ballot.  

Candidate Sex  

Research on women representation has found that women are less likely to be elected in open-list, 

proportional representation systems. Even in countries with gender quotas—where political parties are 

required to include a certain number of female candidates in their lists—women are not elected to office at 

the same rate as men (Jones and Navia 1999; Górecki and Kukołowicz 2014). One explanation posits that 

when voters are not particularly attached to any political party or candidate competing for the post, they use 

cues derived from the candidates’ names, such as gender, to make their voting decisions, employing 

stereotypes about leadership (Matson and Fine 2006). Research on attributes and gender-based stereotypes 

suggests that women candidates may be evaluated differently than their male counterparts, attributing 

particular leadership qualities to men but not to women (Smith and Fox 2001, Alexander and Andersen 

1993). Given that typical gender stereotypes are incongruent with stereotypes about effective political leaders, 

voters may perceive women as less qualified to hold office. As a result, all else equal, in low information 

elections, women may garner less support than men.  

H7. In PR, open-list systems, women will garner on average fewer votes than men. 

Although there is some evidence that suggests that women do not fare as well as men in elections, 

others argue that women’s underrepresentation in elected bodies is largely a product of institutional 

differences, and not voters’ choices. That is, women tend to be institutionally disadvantage because they are 

not placed in electable positions in open-list, PR systems and are less likely to have incumbency advantage, 

more likely competing against quality challengers in elections. If women’s poor electoral performance is 
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mostly a product of institutional disadvantages, then it is expected that when women do compete on equal 

footing with men (i.e., when women are placed at the top of the ballot and when they compete as 

incumbents), they will garner equitable votes shares.  

H8. Women at the top of the list will garner equivalent vote rewards as men, compared to 

candidates down the ballot. 

By contrast, if women’s electoral performance is also a product of voters’ unwillingness to support 

female candidates, then when women and men compete on a level playing field, men will outperform women 

at the polls.  

Order in the ballot, candidate sex and incumbency advantage: Elite strategy 

Parties use strategic decisions to take advantage of electoral rules. As such, in closed list systems, 

parties place incumbent or popular candidates at the top of the list with the expectation of a spillover effect 

over the rest of the list. Similarly, in presidential systems, when there are concurrent elections between 

executive and legislative branches, parties assume that the popularity of the executive candidate will increase 

the probability of success in the legislative election through what is known as a coattail effect (Shugart 1995, 

Shugart and Carey 1992, Mainwaring and Shugart 1997, Jones 1995). This is especially true when the ballot 

structure makes splitting the vote more costly for the voters (Barnes et al 2017).  

Similarly, in open-list systems, although candidates are less dependent on party elites compared to 

closed list systems, there are strategic decisions elites can take to win more votes. Under these set of rules, 

voters have to vote for a party or list, but also cast a vote for individual candidates. Independently of the 

differences that may be found within this family of electoral rules, the essence or primary virtue of this 

systems is to level the field and creating equal opportunities for every candidate on the list to access office 

(Marcinkiewicz 2013), breaking through the barriers that party structures and list placement pose. However, 

ballot features that favor an association between list order and candidates’ importance or hierarchy within the 
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party structure could work against those at the bottom of the ballot. As such, parties will decide to locate first 

those candidate that garner a larger share of votes, for instance, due to name recognition. As such, candidates 

with previous experience, and name recognition, have higher chances of being placed first in the ballot. 

H9: Candidates who ran in the previous election are more likely to be placed atop the party list 

ballot in the following election. 

If there is an implicit biased against women among party elites, then in order to be placed first, 

women may need to have run several times, as well as having won in the previous round. 

H10: incumbents are more likely to be placed first in the party list in the following election, and 

this is especially true for women. 
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Municipal Elections in Chile 

Chilean municipal elections provide an ideal setting to test if parties use order and candidates’ 

personal attributes, such as gender and incumbency, to optimize the number of votes obtained in each 

election. Chilean city council elections use an open-list, multimember, proportional representation electoral 

system, combined with the strong incumbency advantage, and the absence of national affirmative action laws 

requiring political parties to include women on their list of candidates. This setting allows to test, first, 

whether there is a primacy effect and how this combined with incumbency advantage and candidate sex may 

help explain candidates’ vote share and probability to win a seat. If the order of the candidates in the list, 

combined with other candidate personal attributes visible in the ballot show to be a factor that explains 

electoral performance, the second step is to use this same data to prove that those candidates who run and 

won a seat in the time t-1, and decide to run for the city council again in time t, are more likely to be placed 

first in the list than those who either did not run or run and did not win in t-1.  

The way in which votes are counted in Chile also provides a perfect setting to test whether elites use 

strategically the order and personal attributes as a way of increasing their chances to win votes. Although an 

open list system may, according to the theory, lead to intraparty competition and a more personalized 

campaign, the procedure used to allocate seats demands that the list make a good election. To be elected, 

candidates depend on the electoral performance of the list as a whole. The rules of allocation establish that 

first votes are assigned to the coalition or pact using D’Hont formula, then to the sub-pact and finally among 

candidates, who are ranked based on the number of votes received (Jones and Navia 1999). This means that 

the number of individual votes do not define winners and losers.10 Moreover, the way in which seats are 

                                                           
10 If the list has sub-pacts, the same procedure has to be repeated within the pact to assign first the number of seats 
corresponding to each sub-pact. Source: http://www.emol.com/noticias/nacional/2012/10/24/566303/conoce-en-
cinco-pasos-como-se-eligen-los-concejales-en-chile.html  
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assigned to the different lists make possible to have councilors that win a seat having garnered less votes that 

some candidate that outperformed them but was part of a pact that did not fare well as a whole.11       

An additional detail that differentiates the Chilean open list system from other European and Latin 

American cases is the ballot design and vote casting procedure. Unlike some countries in Latin America (like 

Ecuador, Honduras or El Salvador) that use open-list systems, in the Chilean municipal level open-list system 

voters can only vote for a single candidate, even when it uses multimember proportional representation rule. 

If a person votes for more than one candidate, the ballot is considered spoiled. Additionally, Chilean 

municipal ballots are paper-based Australian ballots and, unlike some European countries that use open list 

systems (Poland and Czech Republic), one single paper ballot contains all the candidates in that race. All pacts 

are ordered using an alphabetical identification code that is randomly assigned. This allows also to test 

whether the order in which pacts are organized in the single paper ballot, in a country that has a highly 

institutionalized party/coalition system, can influence the number of votes for or against some parties 

depending on their location in the ballot.  

Chile’s binomial electoral system was introduced by Pinochet to reduce the number of parties and 

enhance the right-wing parties’ possibilities to access elective offices (Jones and Navia 1999). The coalitional 

logic structures competition both at the national and municipal level. Of particular importance for this study, 

Chilean voters are loyal both to their party and the pact that party belongs, to the extent that in district 

elections they may vote for candidates within the coalition, even if not from their preferred party (Altman 

2008). For that reason, scholars typically examine the pact as the unit of observations—rather than individual 

parties—when studying Chilean district elections.  

Each pact or coalition, additionally, offers lists candidates grouped by sub-pacts and parties. A sub-

pact includes partisan candidates and independent candidates clearly differentiated. Pacts, sub-pacts and 

parties are identified with their logo and name--with independents having no logo At all. The order the sub-

                                                           
11 Further, until the 2008 election, men and women in Chile voted at separate ballot boxes. However, in this chapter I am 
not testing the impact of male and female voters.   
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pacts and parties appear on the pact’s list is a product of elite negotiations at the municipal level. As such, 

there is substantial variation across municipalities in the order in which parties are listed on the pact’s 

candidate lists. Finally, all candidates in the ballot are numbered from one to the total number of candidates 

in that district using a single sequence of integers. The ballot only allows selecting the name of the candidate, 

from which voters can only infer candidates’ sex and name recognition.  

This all creates an ideal scenario to analyze whether the order in which candidates are presented in a 

list affects their probabilities to be elected, while the availability of a time series allows to test whether party 

elites use these features visible through the ballot to win more votes.  

The Chilean territory is divided into 15 regions comprising 346 comunas12. With one exception 

(Antartica), comunas are administered by a mayor and a city council elected every four years, with possibility 

of reelection. Councilmembers are elected by open list, proportional representation, multimember system and 

can be reelected. The city council races vary in district magnitude, which can be of six, eight or 10 based on 

population. Before 2004, mayors and city council candidates shared the same paper ballot. The most voted 

candidate of the list that received at least 30 percent of the votes in the district is elected mayor. For this 

reason, I only use in this chapter electoral data from 2004 to 2012 elections, where the election of mayors and 

councilors requires two different decisions.  

Women’s political participation and representation in Chile has been characterized by three main 

aspects. First, women are underrepresented in legislative bodies (Jones and Navia 1999). Second, historically, 

women and men exhibit different voting behavior at the polls in Chile (Altman 2004)13. Third, the absence of 

national gender quotas (Shair-Rosenfield and Hinojosa 2014).   

Women in legislative bodies still remain underrepresented. In 2012, only 27 percent of candidates for 

the city council were women. Although women representation is higher at the municipal level compared to 

the national level, for the period analyzed, it still lags behind men’s. One factor contributing to women 

                                                           
12 In 2004, Chile was divided in 13 regions.  
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underrepresentation in Chile is the absence of national gender quota, already in place in other countries in the 

region, which establish a minimum number or percentage of women candidates to be included in a list, and 

that women candidates are to be places in electable positions (Shair-Rosenfield and Hinojosa 2014). The 

absence of gender quotas, however, allow to directly test whether party elites use order, name recognition and 

gender as a way of maximizing their chances to win seats.   
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Research Design 

To examine whether party elites use the list order and candidates’ observable attributes to improve 

their electoral performance, I use electoral data from three consecutive city council elections in Chile (2004, 

2008 and 2012). For these years, a total of eight, nine and 12 coalitions (including independents) for each 

respective election competed at the municipal level for the city council and mayoral offices. However, not all 

of the coalitions compete in every district. 

The analysis is performed in three steps. (a) impact of the coalitions’ ballot location in vote share; (b) 

impact of candidate location within its coalition list in vote share; (c) impact of candidates’ past electoral 

performance on list placement.  

a. Impact of coalition’s ballot location in vote share 

First, I analyze if the order of the coalitions in the ballot affect voter behavior and vote choice. The 

Chilean case provides ideal setting to test this given that all of the coalitions share the same paper ballot, and 

the order of the coalition is randomly assigned each year. Understanding whether the order in which lists are 

placed has an impact on outcomes is important because of how seats are assigned in Chilean municipalities: 

first by coalition, and then by party and candidate. 

The unit of analysis is the coalition at the district level in each election year (2004, 2008 and 2012). 

The dependent variable is the total share of votes each coalition got over the total number of votes casted in 

the district for that particular year. I also analyze the total number of seats won by each coalition in each 

individual district each year. The data was collected from the Chilean Electoral Service (Servicio Electoral, 

2017) 

I test two main independent variables. First the order in which the coalition are placed in the ballot, a 

categorical variable that goes from 1 to n, where 1 is assigned to the coalition that receives the letter A in the 

random order assignment and n is the last letter drawn in the random ballot order assignment process). To 

simplify the analysis, I transformed those variables into a successive number from 1 to n, where n is the total 
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number of coalitions present in that particular district, as not all of the coalitions compete in all of the 345 

districts. This implies that the order number could differ for the same coalition from district to district 

(coalition B could be the first placed list in a district where coalition A did not present any candidate, while 

still be the second placed in a one where coalition competed).  If the coalition placement matters, meaning, 

that Chilean voters are persuaded in some way by the order in which coalitions are presented on the Election 

Day, it is expected for coalitions placed first to win more votes relative to those later in the ballot, in 

particular among less informed or less engaged voters that may opt for satisficing strategies, such as choosing 

the first available option. I also test this same idea using as dependent variable whether the list is placed first 

in the ballot, coded as 1, and 0 otherwise.  

Although a primacy effect by list would be a very reasonable expectation in some electoral systems 

where large ballots lead to voter fatigue and make voters to choose the first available options, in Chile, where 

two large coalitions dominate the electoral scene, this might be less likely. According to graphic design 

practices, visual hierarchy follows different patterns, depending on the content and amount of information 

presented to readers to process. Where information is not necessarily presented in block paragraphs, Z-

patterns apply (attention goes from upper left to upper right and goes down in diagonal to the bottom left to 

end in the bottom right corner). However, according to Vanderbilt University’s LAPOP surveys from 2006 to 

2010, around 90 percent of the voters in Chile identify themselves with one of the main parties that conform 

the Alianza (right wing coalition) or Concertacion (left wing coalition). If voters in Chile are mostly partisans, 

party ID may provide enough information to cast a vote. Given this, I also test if visual hierarchy is 

dominated by these coalitions among voters who have no strong preference for either one of these big 

coalitions. As such, the independent variable is closeness to one of these coalitions. I coded as 1 every 

coalition that is immediately next to either the Concertacion or Alianza, and 0 every other coalition.  

I also include two other independent variables that account for candidates’ personal attributes that 

are observable in the ballot and interacted them with ballot placement to test how these are combined to 

explain outcomes. First, whether the first candidate in the coalition is female or male. If there is an implicit 

gender bias among voters, coalitions with women candidates placed at the top will garner less votes, all else 
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equal. Second, whether the first candidate in the coalition is an incumbent, with the expectation that 

incumbent candidates placed atop the list are going to increase the number of votes for the coalition.  

Several other control variables are included in the model: the proportion of incumbent candidates in 

each coalition list measured using the total number of incumbent candidates in the list (candidates that won a 

position in the previous election) divided by the total number of candidates presented by the coalition. It is 

expected that a higher proportion of incumbent in a list increases the total number of votes that list gets, 

independently of their position in the ballot. The proportion of female candidates in the list, measured as the 

total number of female candidates in each list divided the total number of candidates. If voters explicitly 

avoid voting women, then coalitions with higher proportion of women in their lists are going to win less 

votes. Finally, if satisficing responses are a function of the amount of information in the ballot, I expect that 

larger ballots exacerbate primacy effect. As such, I measure size of the ballot as the ratio between district 

magnitude and total number of candidates presented in that district, this is, the number of candidates for each 

available seat in the district.  

Other control variables include, coalitions’ ideological position and district level controls, such as the 

percentage of the district that lives in urban versus rural areas and the proportion of people with less than 

primary education as a proxy el level of sophistication of the vote. Finally, I include effects by year of 

election, coalition and district to control for any idiosyncratic factor not captured by the available controls.  

b. Impact of candidate location within its coalition list in vote share 

The most important pretest to analyze how political elites use information provided by the ballot 

strategically is to show that the order of the candidates in each coalition has an effect in vote choice, 

especially if it is combined with candidates’ personal attributes observable in the ballot, such as gender and 

incumbency. Although the order in which the coalitions are placed in the ballot is random, the order of the 

parties and candidates within the list is a negotiation within each coalition. This means that coalitions may use 

the information provided on Election Day strategically, to either signal some hierarchy to the voter within 
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their party, or to capture votes that are result of voter fatigue, provided elites think it has an effect of vote 

choice.  

The unit of analysis is the candidates for the 345 Chilean city councils across three consecutive 

elections (2004, 2008 and 2012). I use two different dependent variables: first, the total share of votes each 

candidate got over the total number of votes casted for that particular coalition in the district-year; second, 

whether the candidate won the seat or not, a dummy variable that is coded 1 if the candidate gets elected, and 

0 otherwise. The data was collected from the Chilean Electoral Service (Servicio Electoral, 2017).  

I test two main independent variables. Based on the literature on primacy effect, it is expected that 

candidates listed first in the coalition enjoy an electoral advantage compared to the candidates listed later in 

the ballot. First the order in which the candidates appear in the list, which goes from 1 to n, where n is the 

total number of candidates per coalition in that year-district. If the order matters, it is expected that 

candidates placed at—or closer to—the top of the list get more votes that those at –or closer to—the bottom 

of the ballot. Second, I test whether being atop the list increases the vote share compared to every other 

candidate listed in the coalition.  

The model also includes two variables that measure candidates’ personal attributes observable in the 

ballot. A dummy variable for candidates’ gender, 1 for female and 0 for male, and a dummy variable for the 

incumbency status of the candidate, which takes the value of 1 if the candidate held a position at the 

municipal level in the previous period. The model includes interaction terms between order and sex of the 

candidates and order and the incumbency status of the candidates to test if order benefits women and men at 

the same rate, and to test how much better fare incumbents in the first place do compared to incumbents in 

other placements in the ballot. 

The model also includes, a variable that accounts for the proportion of incumbent candidates in each 

coalition list, using the total number of incumbent candidates in the list (candidates that won a position in the 

previous election) divided by the total number of candidates presented by the coalition. It is expected that a 

high proportion of incumbent co-partisans decreases the probability of every other candidate to get votes and 
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get elected. It also takes into account the proportion of female candidates in the list, measured as the total 

number of female candidates in each list divided the total number of candidates. It is expected that the higher 

the number of women, the larger the number of votes received by any other candidate, if there is a bias 

against women. Finally, a measure of size of the ballot to account for voter fatigue effect: the ratio between 

district magnitude and total number of candidates presented in that district, this is, the number of candidates 

per available seat in the district.  

Other control variables include, coalitions’ ideological position, as the likelihood of voting for 

women, even when listed first in the coalition, may be related to certain political parties. According to the 

literature, left wing parties are more inclined to nominate women in electable position and their voters are 

more likely to vote for women candidates than right wing parties. For this reason, I include dummy variables 

to control the ideological placement for left wing political coalitions. The right-wing coalition serves as the 

reference category.     

Finally, socio-demographic variables at the district level are included as a proxy for the level of 

sophistication of the voters. To capture the level of education in the district I control for the percentage of 

the district population that has at least twelve years of education. The models include effects by coalition, 

county and year to account for any idiosyncratic issue not captured by the controls.   

c. Impact of candidates’ past electoral performance on list placement  

If the order in which candidates are listed matters, then it is reasonable to assume that parties use this 

and other candidates’ personal attributes to craft their list and increase their chances to win more seats. I use 

two empirical strategies to show this. First, using logistic and poisson model specifications, I show that the 

probabilities of being assigned early positions in the coalition list increases if the candidates did run in the 

previous election. I use as dependent variable whether the candidate was assigned the first position in the list, 

which is coded as 1, and otherwise 0, and the order of the candidates in the ballot, which goes from 1 to n, 

where n is the total number of candidates presented by that coalition in a particular district.  
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The main independent variable is whether the candidate ran in the previous election, which is coded 

as 1, and 0 otherwise. I use an interaction term between whether the candidate run in the previous election 

with sex of the candidate to analyze if women and men who ran in the previous election have equal 

opportunities of being placed first in the ballot or not. For this analysis, I only use data of 2008 and 2012 

elections. The 2004 data was dropped because candidates were elected under a different set of rules in the 

previous election (mayors and city councils were chosen from the same ballot). I use same control variables I 

used in the previous analysis.  

I also test whether winning a seat in the previous election increases candidate chances to be located 

atop the coalition list, as opposed to those candidates that did not win the seat. To do so, I estimate the causal 

effect of vote share in t-1 on the probability of being placed first in the following election using regression 

discontinuity design. RDD is a quasi-experimental design for causal inference using observations that are near 

a “cutoff” that determines treatment assignment. The idea is that the units closest to the established threshold 

can be regarded as randomly assigned to the “treatment”, which in this case is being an incumbent or not 

(Cattaneo et al. 2017).  

The basic idea behind the RDD is that assignment to the treatment, in this case having won the 

election in the previous round, is determined by the value of a predictor being on either side of a threshold, in 

this case is the vote share in election t-1,. This predictor is associated with an outcome in a way that any 

discontinuity of the conditional distribution of the outcome (being assigned the first place in the coalition’s 

list) can be interpreted as evidence of a causal effect of the treatment (Imbens and Lemieux 2008). 

In this section, I use the subsample of candidates that ran in two consecutive elections. I use RDD to 

estimate the “winner effect” on the probability to being placed first in the following election, comparing 

barely winners and barely loser candidates in the previous electoral round. It is assumed that on average, close 

winners- and loser candidates are similar in every other aspect, but the fact that some of them passed the 

threshold in the previous election to win a seat. The only difference between these two groups of candidates 

is that winners enjoy institutional advantage in future elections as incumbents, which gives them name 
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recognition, more visibility and campaign funding than loser. This institutional advantage may lead elites to 

place them first to attract more votes, while they also enjoy of more negotiation power within the local party 

elite to be placed in a position that offers them advantage over other candidates in the list. 

The sample for this analysis only includes the candidate that run in two consecutive elections. I 

generated a variable that is measured as the vote share difference between winners and loser in t-1, or 

between incumbents and non-incumbents who decided to run again in the following election. For the 

winners in t-1, meaning incumbents, this difference is equal to each candidate’s vote share in a given district 

and for a given coalition in the previous election minus the vote share of the loser in the same district and 

coalition with higher vote share in that same election. For losers that run again in the following election, the 

difference is equal to each candidate’s vote share in a given district and for a given coalition in the previous 

election minus the vote share of the winner in the same district and coalition with lowest vote share in that 

same election. Thus, this variable is always negative for losers and positive for winners. Zero vote share 

indicates the transition from candidates who lost the previous election to those who won. Finally, the 

dependent variable is the probability of being placed first in the coalition list.  
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Analysis and Results 

In this section I present the results of the models and test the hypothesis presented in the previous 

sections. Given that the main interest of this chapter is to show that party elites use ballot structures to 

improve their chances to win more votes and seats, I will briefly show the results of the models that test how 

ballot order, in combination with other candidate personal attributes observable in the ballot on election day, 

have an impact on election outcomes.   

The first hypothesis stated that the order in which coalition lists are presented to the voter has an 

impact on the overall number of votes each coalition obtains in a particular district-year. Tables 2.1 and 2.2 

show the results for this hypothesis. The first table shows the results of using as dependent variable the vote 

share won by each coalition in a given district for a particular year.  

Models 1 through 4 use as main dependent variable the order in the ballot as categorical variable, 

from 1 to n, where n is the total number of coalitions in that district. The expectation is that, if primacy effect 

is at place, order is negatively related to vote share: the lowest number in the order is associated with higher 

vote share. Models 5 through 8 use as dependent variable a dummy variable where 1 is the coalition that 

obtained the lowest letter of the alphabet in the random assignment of ballot order, and 0 otherwise. The 

expectation is, again, that, if there is any impact of primacy by satisficing responses, the relationship between 

being first and vote share is positive. Models 2 and 4 (6 and 8) use the interaction term between order (or first 

coalition in the ballot) and sex of the first candidate in the list, and order (or first coalition in the ballot) and 

whether the first candidates is an incumbent. Models 3, 4, 7 and 8 are mixed effects models by year, county 

and coalition.  

[Table 2.1 about here] 

Table 2.2 replicates table 2.1. However, in this case, I use a poisson model specification given that 

the dependent variable for all 8 models is the total number of seats won by the coalition, instead of the vote 

share. It is expected that order is negatively related to number of seats obtained by each coalition (models 1 to 
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4), and being first in the ballot are positively related to the number of seats (models 5 to 8) if there is any 

primacy effect at place.  

[Table 2.2 about here] 

Does order of the coalition in the ballot affect vote share? Table 2.1 shows that the relation between 

order in the ballot and vote share is positive for the first four models, suggesting that being place later in the 

ballot increases vote share. Although there is literature that talks about this recency effect (Koppel and Steen 

2004, Ho and Imai 2008), the coefficient is very small, especially considering this models’ unit is the coalition 

and not individual candidates, and becomes non-significant when including effect by county, year and 

coalition, being the coalition effect the one that explains the largest variance in the model. The following four 

models show a similar pattern. Being placed first is negatively related to vote share for models 5, 6 and 7, 

suggesting a regency effect. It becomes positive when adding the mixed effects, but the coefficient is near 0.  

Having as first candidates an incumbent or a male, does not have any impact on vote share of the 

coalition. Although the conditional effect of these variables with the order of the coalition is sometime 

significant, the size of the coefficient is near 0.  

The proportion of incumbents in the list, how oversized is the ballot and the total candidates in the 

list are the only variables that have an impact on vote share and number of seats obtained by each coalition. 

Neither of these suggest that order of the coalition in the ballot have an effect on vote choice.  

 Using a different dependent variable and model specification, table 2.2 shows very similar results to 

the ones obtained in table 2.1. Again, he models show a recency effect instead of a primacy effect from 

models 1 through 8. However, the substantive effect of going from one position in the ballot to other 

immediately after that, is almost 0 for all of the models. Overall, at odds of what is expected by the theory of 

ballot position, order of the coalition in the ballot is not related to electoral performance.  

 As stated in the theory section, Chilean political parties and coalitions are highly institutionalized and 

a vast majority of voters identify themselves with one of the major parties that are part of one of the two 
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major coalitions in Chile: the center left coalition or Concertacion and the center right coalition or Alianza. As 

suggested by H2, if there is any visual hierarchy pattern, it should be dominated by these two coalitions.  

 Tables 2.3 and 4 show whether being close (measured as being placed immediately next to one of the 

two big coalitions) to one of those two major coalitions increases vote share (table 2.3, OLS model) or total 

seats won (table 2.4, poisson model) by any of the other coalitions.  

[Table 2.3 about here] 

[Table 2.4 about here] 

Table 2.3 shows how vote share of coalitions that are immediately close to either one of these major 

lists win a bonus vote share. In fact, being close to them increases their vote share on average .04 percentage 

points. However, the coefficient turns insignificant in model 4, where effects by coalition and interaction 

terms are included. The interaction between incumbency and order is positive on vote share, meaning that 

being close to one of the big coalitions and having an incumbent as first candidates improves minor 

coalition’s performance. Table 2.4 presents results consistent with table 2.3. Being close to the dominant 

coalitions in the ballot increases chances to win a seat. However, the interaction with incumbency now is 

negative, although the substantive effect is almost 0. 

Overall, it is possible to conclude that primacy effect given the order of the coalitions in the ballot is 

not observed among voters in Chile for the years under study. Although being placed close to the two large 

coalitions increases vote share and number of seats won by other minor lists, the increase is very small.   

The coalition location in the ballot, as explained before, is randomly assigned. This means that there 

is not much the coalitions can do to take advance of the location, but strategically campaign in a way voters 

remember the alphabet letter assigned or the location in the ballot. However, coalitions do establish the order 

in which candidates are presented in their own lists. The order in which candidates appear in the ballot may 

suggest certain hierarchy within the party for those voters more politically engaged, or some positions may 

simply benefit from satisfactions strategies among ill-informed voters. In this vein, to show how parties use 
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strategically the order combined with other candidate personal attributes, it is important to show that order 

and other visible attributes of the candidate have an effect on vote choice.  

[Table 2.5 about here] 

[Table 2.6 about here] 

Table 2.5 and table 2.6 show the results for the model on how the order of the candidates in the list 

affect candidate vote share. In both tables, the first four models in both tables use order in the ballot as 

independent variable, while the four last models use first place as main independent variable. The results are 

consistent across all 8 models. The order in the ballot is negatively related to vote share, as expected. Larger 

number of order (i.e. being placed later in the ballot) are related to a small share of vote. Moreover, being 

placed first as opposed to any other position in the ballot increases vote shear in more than .10 percentage 

points according to models 5 through 8. 

Regarding other candidate personal attributes, women candidates seem not to be disadvantaged 

compared to men. Although significant in most of the cases, these coefficients are near 0 for sex of the 

candidate. Incumbency, on the other hand, as expected, increases the chances to be elected. So, what is the 

combined effect of order with candidates’ persona attributes?  In the first four models, the interaction terms 

between order and gender, and order and incumbency are not very large.   

Models 5 through 8 show a more pronounced primacy effect. Being first in the ballot increases vote 

share, both, for men and women in about .10 percentage points. Overall women do not show to get less 

votes than men in general. The coefficient for women is negative and significant, but it is very small in size. 

[Figure 2.1 about here] 

Being incumbent, on the other hand, increases vote share especially for those located in places that 

are not the top of the list. Novices, on the other hand, are able to capitalize the first place in the ballot better 

than incumbents. While the gap between first and other position between incumbents is about .06, being 

placed first increase novices vote share in about .17 percentage points. 
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[Figure 2.2 about here] 

Overall, it seems that being placed first improves candidates’ overall performance, independently of 

other candidate personal attributes. However, among candidates placed at the bottom, incumbents win a 

larger share of votes. These results reinforce the strength of the primacy effect phenomenon. Those generally 

disadvantaged groups such as challengers or women, benefit from being placed first.  

Table 2.6 confirms the findings in table 2.5. Here, the logistic model shows that the relationship 

between order in the ballot and being elected is negative, as expected. This means that those candidates listed 

earlier in the ballot have higher chances to win a seat compared to those listed down the ballot. The same 

pattern showed in table 2.5 regarding women and incumbents are seen in these models. Challengers are less 

likely to win a seat compared incumbents. Coefficient for sex of the candidate is again very small, although 

negative and significant. All else equal, women are elected at the same rate as men. Incumbents, on the other 

hand, are very much benefited from being placed first, although incumbents in every other position are more 

likely to win than novices in any place, even when placed first.  

[Figure 2.3 about here] 

[Figure 2.4 about here] 

Two conclusions about the previous analysis: 1. everything else equal, women win at same rate as 

men. Incumbency and order have an additive effect. Although everything else equal incumbents win a higher 

rate than novices, being placed first increases their chances to win a seat.  

Now that we know that in Chilean municipal election, list order has an effect on vote share and 

probability of winning a seat, it is time to test whether party elites use this and combine it with candidate’s 

personal attributes to win more seats. Table 2.7 shows the results of the probability of being placed first given 

the electoral performance in the previous election. Models 1 and 2 show the relation between having run in 

the previous election (whether or not they won) and order in the ballot in the following election. The relation 

is negative, meaning that candidates that ran again in the following election, have higher chances to be placed 
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in the top positions in the ballot than those running for the first time. Models 3 and 4 show that those 

candidates that ran in the previous election have higher chances to be placed first in the following election.  

[Table 2.7 about here] 

[Table 2.8 about here] 

Regarding female candidates, Figure 2.5 shows that first time candidate are less likely to be placed 

first in the list. And, all else equal, female candidates that had run in the previous election have equal chances 

to be placed first as men who run for the second time.  

[Figure 2.5 about here] 

Table 2.8 shows the relation between ballot placements only among those who ran in the previous 

election. Among these, being incumbent, increases the chances of being placed atop the list, as show in 

Figure 2.6. Al else equal, women and men have equal chances to be placed first if they decide to run again 

(figure 2.7).  

[Figure 2.6 about here] 

[Figure 2.7 about here] 

Now that I showed the relation between candidates’ political past and order in the ballot, I estimate 

the causal effect of vote share in t-1 on the probability of being placed first in the following election using 

regression discontinuity design. In this section, I use the subsample of candidates that ran in two consecutive 

elections. I use a RDD to estimate the “winner effect” on the probability to being placed first in the following 

election, comparing close winners and loser in the previous electoral round. I compare women versus male 

candidates who run for the second time.  

The y –axis in figure 2.8 shows the probability that a candidate with a given vote share difference is 

placed first in the ballot in the following election. The circles in these figures correspond to a local average of 

the outcome variable calculated within 5 percentage point bins of the vote share difference; for example, the 



 
 

86 

circle immediately to the right of the vertical line is the fraction of winner candidates who beat a loser 

candidate by less than 5 percentage points in the previous election. 

[Figure 2.8 about here] 

Figure 2.8 compares winners and losers in the previous election. Red lines represent women and blue 

lines represent male candidates. For female candidates, the probability of being placed first increases 

substantially if these women are incumbents (meaning, they ran in the previous election and won). Although 

there is a gap between incumbent and non-incumbent men, this is not a substantive difference.  
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Conclusions and Discussion 

In low information contexts, either because of the low saliency of the election or because voters are 

ill-informed to make a vote choice or have no strong preferences over candidates, voters can use shortcuts or 

information cues to inform their choice. Most commonly, voters use candidates’ party identification as means 

of reducing cost of voting by signaling ideological or issue positions. Open list electoral systems place high 

information demands on voters, because voters must express their preference for a party, but also for a 

candidate within a party. Under this institutional design, candidates not only compete against candidates of 

different political parties, but also against co-partisans. Party identification does not provide sufficient 

information for voters to choose between co-partisans. As such, voters may draw on other information cues 

such as candidate placement on the party list, name recognition, and candidate’s gender to make their 

decision at the polls. 

Based on Chilean municipal election, I was able to show that: first, voters use coalition and party 

label as primary decision-making rule, by not finding any effect of order of the coalition in the ballot. Second, 

although there is no primacy effect, visual hierarchy is dominated by the two big coalitions in Chile: minor 

coalitions close to them obtain a vote reward. Third, order within the coalition list matters. Candidates placed 

first are more likely to get a larger vote share or win election seat. Candidates placed first obtain up to 10 

percent more votes than candidates in any other position in the ballot. This may be due to the fact that 

partisan voters use order as a hierarchy signal from the party, while those less engaged voters unintentionally 

vote the first available option as a satisficing response. Fourth, although women are underrepresented, it 

seems to be more an elite issue than voter gender biased. When women run in electable positions, they win at 

the same rate as men. Fifth, incumbency, on the other hand, has an additive effect with order: incumbents 

listed first benefit both from the primacy effect and from name recognition effect.  

Does elite behavior match to these patterns? Partially. Candidates with previous experience, 

independently of whether they won or not, are more likely to be placed first in the ballot. However, 

incumbents, independently of their gender, are even more likely to be placed first. However, the RDD 
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analysis suggest that women need higher credentials to be placed first. Comparing winners and losers from 

the previous election, women who lost have significantly lower chances to be placed first than woman who 

won. This gap is not observed among men.   

Provisions present in open list systems create opportunities for minorities to access office. 

Candidates that are part of an ethnical, religious or gender minority may overcome party structures and list 

placement. However, ballot features associated with order that suggest a rank of candidates or assign ballot 

placement based on order—where lower number candidates consistently receive better placement in the 

ballot—may work against minority candidates, making it harder to break through party structures by 

increasing the likelihood of voters deploying satisficing response strategies and relaxing their preferences. 
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Table 2.1 Order Coalition in the Ballot on Vote Share Per Coalition. OLS Models  
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Table 2.2 Order Coalition in the Ballot on Candidates Elected Per Coalition. Poisson Models  
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Table 2.3 Minor Coalitions Close to Big Coalitions on Vote Share. OLS Models  
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Table 2.4 Minor Coalitions Close to Big Coalitions on Number of Candidates Elected. Poisson 

Models  
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Table 2.5 Ballot Order on Vote Share per Candidate. OLS Models  
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Table 2.6 Ballot Order on Elected Candidate. Logit Models  
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Table 2.7 Re-Run on Ballot Order  
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Table 2.8 Incumbency on Ballot Order  
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Figure 2.1 Ballot Order on Candidate Vote Share, By Sex 
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Figure 2.2 Ballot Order on Candidate Vote Share, By Incumbency 
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Figure 2.3  Ballot Order on Candidate Elected, By Sex 
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Figure 2.4 Ballot Order on Candidate Elected, By Incumbency 
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Figure 2.5  Rerun on Placed First, By Sex 
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Figure 2.6 Incumbent on Placed First 
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Figure 2.7 Incumbent on Placed First, By Sex 
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Figure 2.8 RDD. Winner Effect on Placed First, by Sex 
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Chapter 3 | Vote Casting Procedures and 

Representation. Ballot Reform in Argentina’s 

Provinces 

Electoral systems change. Their constitutive elements, those which are known to have greater impact 

on representation, remain unaffected for longer periods; but systems change nevertheless. Procedural and 

election administration reforms, rarely associated to effects in the realm of political representation, such as the 

way voters cast their vote, are more frequent and may have unintended consequences on electoral outcomes.  

Changes in the vote casting procedures are often times undertaken by policy makers as a way of 

improving the voting experience, making the all process more convenient to the voter. As such, countries 

such as Brazil and India decided to introduce new technology in the voting process as a way of minimizing 

electoral fraud, to offer a friendlier environment to less educated voters and provide incentives for 

participation. In this context, previous studies on the change of voting procedures outside the US have mainly 

explored its consequences on a variety of aspects such as levels of turnout in countries where the vote is not 

compulsory, the usability properties of the different devices and methods, or how reliable, trustworthy and 

transparent the different methods are from the voters’ perspective. However, with few exceptions, whether a 

change in the vote casting procedure have unintended consequences on election outcomes or representation 

has remained understudied outside the US. 
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I contend that the different methods to cast a vote may have an effect on election outcomes by 

making some options more accessible or less costly to the voter than others. Equal accessibility of all of the 

political alternatives has its origins on the supply side of the political offer: the more party-resource 

dependent the system is, the greater the advantage of larger parties over the smaller ones. More specifically, 

where ballot supply and control depend on the political parties, like in the case of Argentina, larger parties 

have a comparative advantage over smaller ones: large parties have the resources to supply with ballots in 

every voting center on and before the election day, guarantee that ballots are available and that votes are fairly 

counted by sending party members to every voting center when the votes are tallied. Small parties, on the 

other hand, do not have neither the money, nor the people to invest on these tasks, and thus, it is more likely 

that small party ballots are not available in every voting center at any time of the Election Day.  

Equal accessibility to every political alternative operates also on the demand side of the electoral 

process in two different ways. First, where alternatives are limited or constrained because the availability of 

ballots depend on political parties’ ability to supply them, voters are driven towards the more accessible or 

popular alternatives. Second, not all ballots present voters with the full set of voting choices in the same way. 

While some options are presented clearly and in a straightforward manner, other options require additional 

knowledge or effort from the voter. Actions such as split ticket voting or voting blank may imply additional 

effort in the “ballot and envelope system” compared to “Australian ballot systems”, and thus, make these 

options less likely for the voters.  

 The aim of this research is to assess if changes in procedural aspects of the electoral system can 

affect the election’s outcome and, ultimately, representation by affecting accessibility of political alternatives. I 

will use data from State house elections from Argentine provinces to test whether different ballot design 

affect electoral outcomes and whether those changes have an impact on representation. In 2011, Córdoba, 

Santa Fe and Salta abandoned the paper-based partisan ballots (i.e. ballot and envelope system) and moved 

towards different versions of state administered non-partisan vote-casting procedures (i.e. Australian ballot). 

Córdoba and Santa Fe introduced similar, though not identical, versions of Australian paper-based ballots; 
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while implemented electronic voting device. In 2015, the City of Buenos Aires implemented an electronic 

device very similar to the one introduced by Salta since 2011. 

I use the data from Buenos Aires, Santa Fe and Cordoba to show that the change in vote casting 

procedure increased small parties vote share by making all of the political alternatives equally accessible to the 

voter. In particular, the introduction of new vote-casting procedures improves smaller parties’ performance 

by reducing dependence on parties’ organizational resources on election-day and by presenting voters with 

discrete choices that nuance the coattail effects exacerbated by the partisan paper ballot used in Argentina. It 

is important to notice that, because these changes were introduced completely across the entire province in 

one election, I am only able to compare the performance of small parties on the election before and after the 

implementation. This makes impossible to discriminate the effects of the change of ballot design from other 

idiosyncratic issues related with the particular election.  Thus, from this analysis, no causal inferences is 

presented. However, because the results hold in the 3 cases, it is possible to extract general trends which may 

encourage further exploration.   

I also present some of the results from a collaborative work on how the change of vote casting 

procedure made split ticket easier, and thus, more likely in concurrent elections.14 This simple fact has two 

consequences on election outcomes. First, forcing voters to make discrete choices for each race at stake 

increases voting and blank vote a more viable option for the voters Second, those voters who think that 

women are not as prepared for elective positions as men, are more likely to avoid women candidates under 

the new voting device which makes split ticket voting as easy as voting the entire party list. Contrary to the 

cases of Santa Fe, Cordoba and Ciudad de Buenos Aires, where the reform was introduced totally from one 

election to the other, in Salta, the reform was partially implemented in 2011. This feature of the 

                                                           
14 Some of the results of this work have been published in the Journal of Politics. See Barnes, T.D., Tchintian, C. and 
Alles, S., 2017. Assessing Ballot Structure and Split Ticket Voting: Evidence from a Quasi-Experiment. The Journal of 
Politics, 79(2), pp.439-456. Results on roll off and women access to mayoral positions in Salta are part of working papers 
with the same authors.  
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implementation allows for a quasi-experimental research design and infer causal relationship between ballot 

change and election outcomes effect.  

This chapter is organized as follows. First, I present the literature review on election administration 

reforms and its effects on different realms. I make especial emphasis on the understudied aspects of this 

literature and the original contribution of this research. After this, I will present the theory and hypothesis on 

how changes on ballot design could alter voters’ and parties’ routines and how these may affect election 

results. I will then present the reforms introduced in Argentina since 2011 in the 4 provinces under study, the 

data and the research design. I present finally the results in two different sections. In the first section, I 

present the results for Cordoba, Santa Fe and Buenos Aires on how the reform increased small parties vote 

share. Next, I will present the results from the quasi experiment in Salta province and how the ballot reform 

increased split ticket voting and roll off while decreasing the vote share of women mayoral candidates.    

 Whether the introduction of the new vote-casting procedures alters traditional electoral practices in a 

country where ballots have remained mostly unchanged since the reestablishment of the democratic regime in 

1983 is most relevant and has important implications for new democracies.  While electoral reforms are 

difficult to implement, small changes such as the way of casting a vote, rarely associated to representation 

issues, could alter election outcomes. For instance, while small parties have not enough strength to promote 

and enable electoral reforms that favors their constituencies, they can strategically take advantage from 

changes such as the ballot design.   
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Literature review 

Electoral systems remain mostly unchanged over time. Their constitutive elements, such as the 

formula to translate vote into seats, district magnitude and thresholds, which are known to have greater 

impact on who gets represented, remain unaffected for longer periods. One of the reasons why these rules 

remain unaltered over time is because those in a position to enable these types of changes are the ones who 

benefit from the status quo. Nevertheless, often times, decision makers undertake election administration 

reforms with the aim of improving the voting experience, which may have unintended consequences on 

electoral outcomes. 

Scholars in the American Politics field have pioneered this area of study by stressing the importance 

of ballot designs to understand voter behavior. Although most of this literature studies how different vote 

casting procedures offer a convenient environment to the voter to avoid voting errors such as under or over 

voting (Herrnson et al 2012, Kimball y Kropf 2005, Agresti y Presnell 2002), some of these scholars have 

studied how the different ballot design may affect election outcomes by altering voter behavior. Among these, 

and mostly triggered by the adoption of Australian ballot in the U.S. at the end of the 19th century and 

beginning of the 20th and the 2,000 presidential election and the Florida recount controversy, research has 

shown that different ballot designs and vote casting procedures have an effect on the proportion of straight 

ticket voting (Darcy y Schneider 1989, Walker 1966, Campbell et al 1960), blank votes (Ansolabehere y 

Stewart III, 2003), and even the electoral connection and legislative behavior (Katz et al 2011, Herron y 

Sekhon 2003) (Katz y Sala 1996, Wittrock et al 2008, Roberts 2009).    

In comparative politics, with a few exceptions, literature has analyzed the expected effects of reforms 

on voters’ behavior instead of focusing on unintended consequences on electoral outcomes. According to 

this literature, there are two primary reasons why governments reform their voting procedures: to increase 

political participation and to bolster confidence in the electoral process (Alvarez et al. 2011, Tula 2005). 

Electronic ballots were introduced in Brazil, for example, in an effort to reduce fraud and to lower barriers to 

political participation among less-educated voters by eliminating the difficulties associated with writing-
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intensive paper ballots (Alvarez et al. 2011, Fujiwara 2014, Rezende 2003).  Similarly, India implemented its 

first electronic machine in the 80s. Among other things, the new voting system was intended to curb electoral 

fraud (Prasad et al. 2010).  

Literature on election administration in developing countries has studied in most of the cases how 

changes in voting procedures affected levels of turnout in countries where the vote is not compulsory, the 

usability properties of the different devices and methods, or how reliable, trustworthy and transparent the 

different methods are from the voters’ perspective (Pomares et al. 2014). Only recently, some scholars 

pointed out that the new voting procedures may have meaningful and biasing consequences for election 

outcomes. For example, research shows that changes in the voting procedure can influence vote choice. Both 

Katz and coauthors (2011) and Calvo and coauthors (2008) report that the informational cues offered by 

different electronic devices may favor some parties to the detriment of others. Ballots that reinforce party-

centric informational cues by displaying information such as the party name or the party logo decrease the 

likelihood of split ticket voting.  

I contribute to this nascent literature by studying whether introducing state-provided voting 

equipment, either electronic or paper based, which encourage voters to make discrete choices for each race, 

may level accessibility to every political option. Making split ticket voting easier by forcing voters to choose 

one by one the candidates for the different races, while the distribution of the ballots does not depend on 

parties’ availability of resources, may lead to an increase in the proportion of blank votes, benefit small 

parties’ electoral performance, while haring the chances of those who used to benefit from the coattail effect, 

like women mayoral candidates. The new voting systems create opportunities for parties or groups with 

reduced mobilization capabilities or limited resources, and reduce the overall cost of choosing certain political 

alternatives such as avoiding coattail effect. 
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Theory 

Can voting procedures and ballot structure alter the shape of electoral results by making some 

political options more viable? It is my contention that electoral results, as well as ultimately who gets 

represented, is not determined solely by the mechanisms that translate vote into seats, but by the combination 

of these features with the particular vote-casting-procedures or ballot design. This last aspect makes some 

specific political alternatives more accessible to voters for expressing their preferences.  

Whether several political alternatives are equally accessible to voters depends on two main 

mechanisms that operate on two different levels: one does at the party level or supply side of the political 

market; the second, on voters’ action or political demand. In this vein, accessibility to different political 

options results from parties’ capability to reach their target constituency and the possibility of voters to 

express their true preferences when the institutional context does not necessarily demand for a strategic vote, 

as is the case under high district magnitude.  

The supply side of political accessibility  

In order to gain office, candidates need party structure and their resources. Successful political parties 

possess extensive organizational resources to meet candidates’ needs: information about the electorate and its 

preferences, mobilization of supporters and campaign strategies. Party organization is even more important 

when political parties constitute a key player before, after, and especially on the election-day. Such is the case 

of the partisan paper ballot (i.e. ballot and envelope system) still used in some Latin American countries such 

as in Argentina, Panama, Colombia, Uruguay, and some African countries (e.g., Chad, Guinea, Burkina Faso, 

Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, and Tunisia). Under this system, each party is represented in a different 

paper ballot, which contains all of the party’s candidates to all categories at stake. Accordingly, parties are 

responsible for printing, distributing, and stocking their own ballots on the Election Day. Under such rules, 
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smaller parties often lack the resources to ensure ballot availability during elections and even run the risk of 

their ballots being stolen from some polling stations (ACE 2011; Pomares et al. 2014b). 

This specific characteristic of the electoral system makes electoral competition uneven for parties 

with small organizational structures, unable to reach and cover all polling places to guarantee ballots are 

available and no irregular activity (i.e. stealing ballots by opponent parties) hinders their possibility to gain 

office. Where ballots are provided by parties, the accessibility of specific political alternatives to the voter 

depends on party organization, its geographic reach and logistic capabilities (Barnes et al 2017).  

Conversely, under the Australian ballot system, either electronic of paper based, where state are the 

solely responsible of the ballot availability in each of the polling stations, smaller parties are exempt from the 

need to deploy ground resources to ensure the alternative they offer is available to everyone. This makes 

competition more even for every political option, and levels the field for every political alternative.    

The demand side of political accessibility  

Party accessibility is also a function of whether voters are able to express their preferences, especially 

when there is no need for strategic thinking. In presidential countries with multiparty systems, under 

concurrent elections combining multi-member districts (for legislative elections) and plurality formulas 

(gubernatorial elections), voters whose preferences lie closer to smaller parties –those not supporting neither 

of the top two candidates for the executive office- will basically face three alternatives: a) casting a straight 

ballot, voting for their true preference in the legislative election and effectively wasting their vote in the 

gubernatorial election for their preference’s sake; b) casting a straight ticket vote, strategically voting for a top 

alternative in in the gubernatorial election and “sacrificing” their preference in the legislative election; c) 

splitting their ballot to vote for their true preference in the legislative ticket while casting a strategic vote for 

one of the top gubernatorial candidates. Where vote is mandatory, voters have a fourth alternative: d) to vote 

blank for all or some categories if neither of the candidates and parties meet voters’ preferences.  



 
 

114 

Whether the voter opts for the first, second or third actions, and even the fourth, does not depend 

solely on their preferences and the electoral rules; it also depends on how accessible all of the options are for 

the voter.  

Split Ticket Voting 

Ballot structures vary substantially in the levels of difficulty, in terms of both the cognitive and 

physical demands they place on voters to undertake certain actions. Some ballots require voters to select or 

punch multiple boxes, to cut or tear the ballot, or to use complex machines that demand considerable 

attention. Such variation in ballot structure affects voters’ behavior at the polls, making them more or less 

likely to cast a split ticket vote. Thus, even when voters prefer to split their ticket, if it is uncertain how it will 

affect the electoral outcome, the costs imposed by complicated ballot structures may be sufficient to 

discourage voters from doing so. By contrast, other ballot structures can streamline the ticket splitting 

process, making it easy for motivated voters to split their vote. When voters can split their ballot without 

incurring any additional costs, they are more likely to do so, even if they do not anticipate that it will result in 

clear electoral payoffs.  

The partisan paper ballot, or ballot-and-envelope system, such as the one used in Argentina, is a 

good example of how the ballot structure can discourage split ticket voting. The default choice is straight 

ticket voting. To vote straight ticket all voters need to do is to select a ballot, put it in an envelope, and place 

it in the ballot box. Split ticket voting requires voters to manually tear a paper ballot in order to split their 

vote. This is inconvenient, complicated, and requires extra effort and time in the ballot box. For this reason, 

the ballot-and-envelope system discourages split ticket voting, particularly when the electoral payoffs are 

unclear. 

By contrast, streamlined voting procedures such as the Australian ballot simplify the vote splitting 

process. A single paper ballot or an electronic ticket ballot that displays all candidates/parties on the same 

ballot limit the number of steps voters must take to split their ballot. Voters only need to click a button or 
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check a box to choose an executive candidate and a legislative candidate from different parties. Thus, a more 

user-friendly ballot structures that allow voters to view the ballot organized by office substantially reduce the 

cost of ballot splitting by making it convenient, fast, and easy as compared to the partisan paper ballot. This 

does not mean that mean that those voters who want to vote straight ticket now are splitting their ballot just 

because the process is easier. This means that those who are inclined to vote a split ticket vote are now more 

likely to undergo in the process because doing so does not imply additional effort or risk.  

H1. Moving from partisan paper ballots to non-partisan Australian ballots distributed by the 

state increases the average level of ballot splitting. 

Voting Blank 

When voting is mandatory, and neither of the options available meet voters’ preference, voters have 

the options of voting blank or roll off. Contrary to the case of the US, where roll-off is the consequence of 

voter fatigue, in countries where voting is mandatory roll of is likely to be the result of voter’s intentional 

efforts to not cast a ballot for a given contest. However, choosing not to vote for some categories using the 

partisan paper ballot may be inconvenient and poses the additional risk of spoiling the vote. In order to vote 

blank, voter have to manually tear the paper ballot (as if she were casting a split ticket vote) and discard the 

category for which she chooses to vote blank. If the voter erroneously excludes a portion of the ballot for 

which they want to cast a vote, they forgo their option to do so. If the voter accidently tears the paper ballot 

it may void their ballot all together. Thus, under the ballot-and-envelope system, voters are often discouraged 

from splitting their ballot (Barnes et al. 2017), and as a result, roll-off will be very low.  

By contrast, with Australian ballot, roll-off is more likely. Some of these ballots explicitly offer the 

voter the option of voting blank for each category. When the ballot do not offer that option, the only action 

the voter needs to take is not checking any box for the specific category they want to vote blank.  
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H2. Moving from partisan ballots to non-partisan Australian ballots distributed by the state 

increases the average level of roll off. 

Consequences on representation: small parties and women electoral performance 

As explained before, the partisan paper ballot makes some option more costly for the voter. In 

concurrent elections, voters who are inclined to vote parties with no viable executive candidates, or have no 

strong preference for less salient categories such as local races, but at the same time don’t want to waste their 

vote, are going to be inclined to vote straight ticket vote by choosing one of the viable executive candidates 

instead of either splitting the vote or vote blank for some races for which has no strong preference. On the 

contrary, the Australian voting system create discrete choices for every category at stake. Voters’ decisions for 

each office are independent from one another and are only connected by voters’ own preferences. Then, the 

resulting vote will be less affected by the highest-office coattail effect (Carey 1992).  

In this context, where voters are offered with discrete choices in concurrent elections, smaller parties 

might find benefits in the vote casting procedure in the form of a nuanced coattail effect. Accordingly, I put 

forth the following hypothesis for concurrent elections with multiparty systems:  

H3: Moving from partisan ballots to non-partisan single ballots distributed by the state 

increases third forces’ and small parties’ vote share in legislative races. 

The same ballot features that influence small parties’ electoral performance (i.e. ballot splitting and 

roll-off) may also have also profound electoral implications for the election of women, in particular those 

who benefit from coattail effects, such as local electoral races.  

Mayoral races are generally listed down the ballot—after national and state level offices. As a result, 

candidates running in these positions are influenced by electoral coattails. If they compete on a ballot with 

popular candidates at the top of the ticket, they are more likely to win. By contrast, if they compete with 

unpopular candidates, they are likely to garner far fewer votes. The same is true for women candidates. Thus, 
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even if voters have some bias against electing female candidates, this bias may be offset by electoral coattails 

under a ballot where split ticket voting is more complex and costly.  

Nonetheless, the extent to which electoral coattails influence the electoral fortunes of candidates 

varies depending in part on the ballot structure used to elect candidates. As explained in the previous section, 

some ballot structures, such as the Australian ballot, require voters to select a candidate for each contest at 

stake, thereby facilitating split ticket voting and ballot roll-off. Other types of ballots such as the ballot and 

envelope system encourage straight ticket voting, thus strengthening the effect of electoral coattails.  

When straight ticket voting is the norm, the fate of candidates further down the ballot is largely 

dependent on the popularity of the candidates at the top of the ballot. By contrast, when ballot structures 

facilitate split ticket voting and ballot roll-off, it is easier for voters to forgo voting for candidates in down 

ballot races. Thus, if implicit gender bias is at work in the electorate, ballots that encourage voters to make 

discrete decision for each race will facilitating voters’ efforts to divert support from female candidates 

competing for municipal level office. That is, if ballot splitting is made easy, voters who do not prefer to vote 

for female candidates can effortlessly choose a different mayoral candidate competing with a different 

electoral party. As a result, user-friendly ballot structures, such as the Australian ballot, may actually hinder 

women’s access to office. 

H4: Moving from partisan ballots to non-partisan single ballots distributed by the state 

decreases woman mayoral candidate vote share by reducing coattail effect.  

Summarizing, forcing voters to make discrete choices in each electoral race, while, reducing electoral 

success’ dependence on parties organizations capabilities on election day, favors small parties by guarantees 

them equal presence throughout polling places and by making it easier for their supporters to splitting their 

vote among parties for the different races by neither wasting their vote in non-viable candidates at the 

executive level, nor distancing from their preferences when voting for the high-district-magnitude 

representative body. On the other hand, if gender bias is at work, forcing discrete choices, could disadvantage 
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women candidates that under the ballot and used to benefit from coattails implicit in the ballot and envelope 

system.  
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The Cases 

In order to test these hypotheses, I use electoral data from 4 provinces in Argentina, a country where 

the rule still is the paper partisan-ballot. In 2011, three Argentine provinces implemented different version of 

what is commonly known as the Australian ballot, and in 2015, the City of Buenos Aires abandon the partisan 

paper ballot for the first time to elect local offices.  

Voting is mandatory in Argentina and the 24 subnational districts in Argentina use very similar 

electoral systems: single member district plurality or run off system for executive races, which includes 

gubernatorial and mayoral offices, and multimember proportional representation for legislative offices, both 

at the state and local level. The electoral system allows voters to split the vote among different offices, but the 

voter is not allowed to alter the composition of the lists decided by the political parties (closed list system). 

The process used in almost all Argentine provinces involves a paper ballot that is designed, printed 

and distributed on the Election Day by each political party. Each party is represented in a different ballot, and 

a unique paper ballot contains each party’s candidates for all the offices at stake. A section is added to the 

ballot for every category at stake, sometimes adding up to five or seven tickets in the same ballot. For 

example, if four offices are at stake –governor, representatives, mayor and city councils- a single ballot 

contains all four tickets, divided only by a printed dashed line.  

The traditional voting procedure in most of Argentine provinces is as follows: an empty envelope is 

provided at the polling place, signed by an election officer; voters enter a room (cuarto oscuro) where paper 

ballots from all running parties are presented. The ballots are organized by number of list. Voter may choose 

to vote straight ticket, in which case selects one partisan ballot and introduces it in the envelope and then in 

the ballot box. The voter can also split the ballot, supporting candidates from different political parties for 

different elected positions. If a voter wishes to split her vote among different parties, she must first identify 

her party preferences in the voting booth and then, physically “split” the ballot by cutting out the elected 

position the voter supports from each party without tearing any part and placing only those selected positions 
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in the envelope. If she omits any portions of the ballot from the envelope her vote for that position on the 

ballot will be blank; if she includes extra portions of the ballot of different parties in the envelope her vote 

will be spoiled. 

[Figure 3.1 about here] 

In 2011, three Argentine provinces implemented different version of what is commonly known as 

the Australian ballot, and in 2015, the City of Buenos Aires abandon the partisan paper ballot for the first 

time to elect local offices. A very small description of each ballot is offered in the following paragraphs:  

A. Córdoba, party column ballot: A unique paper ballot contains all the offices at stake for all competing 

parties; the voter needs to make a choice for each category among the different parties However, the 

ballot also provides the possibility to vote straight ticket by simply checking a box. 

[Figure 3.2 about here]  

B. Santa Fe, office block ballot: the voter is provided with as many ballots as offices at stake, each one 

containing all competing parties. Thus, the voter is forced to make discrete decisions, even when it 

comes to casting a straight or split vote. It also has the option of voting blank by checking a box.  

[Figure 3.3 about here]  

C. Salta and Buenos Aires, electronic vote: the voter casts the vote interacting with a touchscreen 

device. Voters can choose to cast a straight ticket vote or to vote by race (i.e. split ticket). The 

machine also offers the option of leaving the entire ballot or specific offices blank by clicking that 

option. The device’s software randomly orders candidates and parties in the screen and prints a paper 

ballot with digitalized information designed to speed the tallying process.  

[Figure 3.4 about here]  

In the following section I will present the research design, data and results from the analysis. First, I 

present the case of Salta and how the change in ballot design affected split ticket voting, roll off and women 
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mayoral candidate probabilities of being elected. As stated in the introduction, these results are part of a 

collaborative work with Tiffany Barnes and Santiago Alles, and some of these are already published results. In 

a second section, I use the data from Buenos Aires, Cordoba and Santa Fe to show how the change of ballot 

design is related to smaller parties’ electoral fortune. 

Data Limitations 

I use different datasets to test the different hypothesis. The decision of which data use to test which 

hypothesis was made after evaluating the most suitable data set to test each hypothesis given the available 

electoral results from these provinces at the moment of writing this chapter. As explained before, the way the 

reform was implemented in Salta provides an ideal opportunity to test some of these hypotheses using quasi-

experimental approach. The partial implementation of electronic vote in the Capital City allows to test 

whether the change of ballot increased proportions of split ticket vote and voting blank in the same electoral 

context, holding every other variable constant, including competing candidates. Also, the fact that in 2011 

Salta chose provincial and local offices, allows to test for the hypothesis on how a more nuanced coattail 

effect affect woman mayoral candidates’ electoral performance using the entire province electoral results.  

However, Salta case does not present a very proper data to test if smaller parties benefited from the 

change in vote casting procedure for two reasons. First, the theory states that in high district magnitudes, 

smaller parties have higher chances to win a seat. But these changes will be nuanced if the vote casting 

procedure reinforces coattails by making difficult to split the vote. The small district magnitude for the 

provincial legislature in most of their districts prevents from testing these hypotheses using these data. 

Second, the reduced level or party fragmentation in Salta offers less opportunities to small parties to become 

a viable option.  

The cases of Cordoba, Santa Fe and Buenos Aires offer all a big limitation: the reform was 

implemented completely in one election across the entire provinces. Thus, it is very difficult to separate the 

effects of the ballot from the effects of the election itself. That is way I decided to use this data to test the 



 
 

122 

hypothesis for which the Salta data is not proper: whether the new vote casting procedures benefited small 

parties by leveling the field making all the options equally accessible to the voter. Moreover, these cases are 

cases of large district magnitude for the election of provincial representatives, solving the one problem I 

found with the Salta case.  

Salta: Split Ticket Vote, Balk Vote and Women Mayoral Candidates Vote Share 

In 2011, the province of Salta, Argentina, introduced a partial implementation of ballot reform. Prior 

to 2011, Salta province, used the traditional paper ballot, still used in the Argentine national and most 

provincial level elections. In 2011 the government partially implemented an Australian ballot via an electronic 

voting procedure in one-half of the precincts in the Capital District and five other municipalities in the 

Province. In 2015, the entire province used the same Australian ballot via an e-voting procedure. The partial 

implementation of the Australian ballot in Salta provides a unique opportunity to assess the effect of different 

ballot structures on split ticket voting, roll off and female mayoral candidates’ electoral fates.  

To assess whether the ballot reform affected levels of split ticket voting and roll off, I focus the 

analysis on the Capital District, where half of voters voted using the new Australian ballot implemented via e-

voting, while the other half use the ballot and envelope system. This unique setting provides the opportunity 

to approach the case using a quasi-experimental research design. The unit of analysis is the electoral precinct 

because this is the unit of assignment for the treatment condition in the capital. The precinct level analysis 

combined with partial implementation allows to examine different ballot structures applied in the exact same 

electoral district, in the exact same election, and under the same electoral rules.  

After showing how the change of ballot increased levels of split ticket and blank vote, I use data 

from the entire province over two elections (2011 and 2015), where 131 women competed among almost 900 

mayoral candidates in 59 municipalities, to examine how the Australian ballot effects women’s vote shares. In 

the province-wide sample, one third of the voters (half in Salta Capital and the total registered voters from 

five other municipalities) used the Australian ballot. In this case, the unit of analysis is the candidates in each 
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municipality. Given that the Australian ballot was implemented only in some of the precincts in the Capital 

District, I treat it as two different municipalities, one for the precincts using the Australian ballot, and one for 

the precincts using the paper ballot.  

a. Split Ticket Vote and Roll Off 

For this section of this chapter, I replicate the method used in Barnes, Tchintian and Alles 2017 to 

measure both, split ticket voting and roll off. However, given that the purpose of this chapter is to show how 

ballot design changes affect representation, in particular for the case of Salta, women mayoral candidates’ 

electoral perforate, instead of using governor and state representatives to measure split ticket voting, here I 

use electoral results from state representatives and mayoral election. In this vein, I can test if higher levels of 

split ticket voting and roll off have a correlate in the proportion of votes received by women mayoral 

candidates in districts with the new voting method compared to the old vote casting procedure.15     

Split Ticket Voting is measured as the absolute difference between deputy and mayor votes for each 

party in each precinct in Salta. Then take the sum across all parties in each precinct, divide by two, and weigh 

the value as a share of the total valid votes in the precinct. Roll-Off is measured as the proportion of blank 

votes casted for lower-level races (i.e. mayor) over the total valid votes casted for the top race (i.e. provincial 

representatives). 

I use matching technique and difference in difference analysis to show the causal relation between 

new ballot design and split ticket voting and roll off. The control group is comprised of precincts using the 

paper ballot in the 2011 election. The treatment group is comprised of precincts using the Australian ballot in 

the 2011 election. 

Given that the treatment was not assigned randomly, I used an original dataset built using ArcGIS to 

map demographic characteristics of electoral precincts (Barnes, Tchintian and Alles 2017). Then, I used 

                                                           
15 An earlier version of these analysis (roll off and women mayoral candidates’ electoral performance) was presented in 
APSA 2016.  
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Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) on the demographic information built through GIS and political factors in 

order to obtain a sample in which background conditions for the treatment and control groups are better 

balanced (Iacus et al. 2012; 2011). As a way of controlling by level of voters’ sophistication, I first match 

precincts on the share of families that lives below the poverty line and on the share of the population with 

elementary education or less (i.e., 7 years of schooling). Second, I match on vote share of the runner up in the 

previous gubernatorial election as a measure of the incumbent governor’s political viability in each precinct 

(Barnes et al 2017). Through this process, I was able to rule out the possibility that the difference in the vote 

share between treatment and control groups are due to idiosyncratic factors presented in the electoral districts 

(King and Zeng 2006) or that bureaucratic and political incentives that motivated government officials to 

pilot the new voting procedure in some precincts rather than others are biasing the results.  

[Table 3.1 about here] 

Of the 54 precincts in the Capital District, the after matching treatment and control subsamples 

comprise 14 and 19 observations respectively. Summary statistics presented in Table 3.1 indicate that the 

balance improved substantially for the three background confounders. For poverty and education, balance 

improves almost 90 percent, whereas for opposition vote share improvement is less pronounced because this 

variable was already well balanced prior to matching. This balanced sample is now used to perform DID 

method between treated and control groups over three electoral races (before during and after the partial 

implementation of the new ballot design).  

Using the matched-sample I now perform DID analysis to examine the causal relationship between 

different ballot designs and split ticket voting and roll-off. I will first present the results for split ticket voting 

between deputy and mayoral races. The top panel of Table 3.2 shows the results from the DID analysis for 

split ticket votes comparing the 2007 election (all of the province used the partisan paper ballot) to the 2011 

election (partial implementation of electronic ballot).  

Before the implementation of the Australian ballot, the average share of split ballots between the 

deputy and mayor election was 6.27 in the control group, and 6.47 in the treatment group. The difference is 
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not statistically significant. In 2011 the difference is substantially larger. Whereas the share of vote splitting 

was only 3.25 in precincts with paper ballots, the share of split ballots increased more than two-fold in 

districts with the Australian ballot to 8.11. The DID approach identifies the causal effect of the Australian 

ballot, which corresponds to a statistically significant increase of 4.67 points. The comparison between 2007 

and 2011 provides systematic support for the theory. The bottom panel in Table 3.2 provides further 

evidence in support for the theory. Here the comparison is between 2011 and 2015. Whereas the partial 

implementation resulted in more than a two-fold increase in ballot splitting between the treatment group 

(precincts with the Australian ballot) as compared to the control group (precincts with French ballots) in 

2011, once the Australian ballot is implemented in all precincts (2015), the share of split ballots is statistically 

indistinguishable between the treatment and control groups. Moreover, the DID results show a statistically 

significant increase of 4.97, offering further evidence that the new ballot structure introduced by the 

Australian ballot increased ballot splitting. 

[Table 3.2 about here] 

Table 3.3 presents the results for the difference in difference analysis for the roll-off share between 

deputy list and mayor candidates. Again, the top panel compares 2007 with 2011 elections and bottom one 

compares 2015. Before the implementation of the Australian ballot, the difference between electronic and 

paper ballot was 0.12 points, and not statistically significant. After the total implementation, the difference 

was also indistinguishable between treatment and control groups.  

[Table 3.3 about here] 

b. Women Mayoral Candidate Vote Share 

For this section, the unit of analysis is a mayoral candidate in each municipality. I use data on almost 

900 mayoral candidates from sixty municipalities across the entire province over three electoral periods (2007, 

2011 and 2015). The dependent variable is measured as the total number of votes received by each mayoral 

candidate as a proportion of the total votes cast in the mayoral election in a given municipality. The main 

independent variables are the sex of each candidate, where women are coded 1 and men are coded 0 and 
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whether the district used either the Australian ballot (1) or paper ballot (0) in 2011. Because in 2011 electronic 

vote was implemented only in some of the precincts of the Capital City, this districts is represented as two 

different municipalities: one includes all of the precincts using electronic vote, and the other represents all of 

the precincts that used the paper ballot in 2011. The model also includes an interaction between these two 

variables to evaluate whether female candidates fare better or worse in the treatment municipalities than in 

the control municipalities.  

Control variables include whether the candidate is incumbent or not, the total number of mayoral 

candidates in each municipality given that the larger this number, the lower the vote share for each candidate, 

and the share of women candidate in each municipality. Another control is the popularity of each 

gubernatorial candidate in the municipality to control for coattails. This is a ratio measured as the number of 

votes the governor won over the number of votes the mayoral candidate won. The model also includes 

socioeconomic variable such as level of poverty in each municipality. 

Each year is analyzed separately using ordinary least squares model to estimate candidates’ vote 

shares. I also run the models for each year including random effects by municipality given that observations 

between candidates competing in the same municipality are not independent of one another.  

The expectation is that where women compete under the Australian ballot, they garner fewer votes 

than women competing in districts with the paper partisan ballot. In 2007, when all of the municipalities used 

the paper partisan ballot, it is expected to see no significant difference between men and women candidates, 

and thus, the interaction should be insignificant. It is expected a significant and negative coefficient for the 

interaction between gender and electronic ballot in 2011, when a portion of the municipalities use the 

electronic Australian ballot. Finally, in 2015 when all municipalities use the Australian ballot, women should 

be worse-off in all municipalities. Thus, the coefficient for female is expected to be negative and significant, 

but the interaction should not.   

[Table 3.4 about here] 
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As hypothesized, the coefficient for both female and the interaction term between female candidates 

and the Australian ballot are insignificant in the 2007 model when all municipalities used the French ballot 

(models 1 and 2). Recall, in 2007 voters in the treatment group are no more likely to split their ballot or vote 

blank than voters in the control group because there is no difference in the method of vote between these 

groups. As a result, coattails for mayoral candidates should be stronger and it is less likely to observed 

differences in women’s and men’s vote shares. Model 3 and 4 displays a negative and significant coefficient 

for the interaction between female candidates and the Australian ballot, as expected. This result indicates that 

under partial implementation, women in districts with the Australian ballot garnered fewer votes than women 

in districts with the French ballot or than men in districts with the Australian ballot. This analysis provides 

support the hypothesis that under partial implementation: women competing in districts with the Australian 

electronic ballot fared worse than women competing in districts with the paper ballot. 

Finally, models 5 and 6, as expected show that although the coefficient for female candidates is 

negative and significant the interaction term is insignificant. Thus, in 2015, when all municipalities used the 

Australian ballot, women garnered fewer votes than men in all districts. Women competing in the treatment 

districts (i.e. electronic vote in 2011), did not, however, do worse than women competing in the control 

districts (i.e. partisan paper ballot in 2011). This is expected, given that in 2015 all municipalities received the 

treatment—i.e., every municipality used the Australian ballot. 

Santa Fe, Cordoba, Buenos Aires: Small Parties’ Electoral Performance 

I use electoral data from Santa Fe and Cordoba, Buenos Aires to test whether the change in the vote 

casting procedure had an effect on smaller or third parties’ electoral performance. Given the availability of 

data, I will use different sets of electoral results from each of the cases under study. I use results from state 

House Representatives election in 2011 and 2007 in Cordoba and Santa Fe. Córdoba’s legislature is filled with 

44 legislators elected at large and 26 representatives elected by single-member plurality-rule at the department 

level. Santa Fe’s legislature is formed by 50 representatives, all of them elected at large; 28 seats are awarded 
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to party that obtains the majority of the votes, and 22 to the remaining seats are assigned to the other parties 

according to D’Hont formula. Despite its high district magnitude, the presence of third parties has not always 

been strong or continuous. For the case of Buenos Aires City, I use data from 2015 primary and general 

elections for governor and 30 state representatives. Unlike Santa Fe and Cordoba, this is a much more 

fragmented legislature. However, even in this case, almost half of the seats are won by the party that wins the 

executive branch, while the other half is composed by multiple small parties.   

In order to attempt reproducing the conditions that better resemble experimental situations as in the 

case of Salta, it would be best to have observational data on elections for treated and non-treated districts 

during the same electoral year to control for temporal variations. However, in these three provinces, the 

reform was implemented completely in one election across all the province. This is why for the analysis of the 

Santa Fe and Córdoba, I count with data on the 2007 provincial elections, the one previous to the 

implementation of the new vote-casting procedure, and the 2011 elections, when the treatment was applied. 

In the case of the city of Buenos Aires, the reform was also implemented across the entire district in the 2015 

general election. However, that same year, the primaries were held 3 months before using the traditional 

paper ballot. Although the nature of the primaries and the general elections are supposed to be very different, 

in Argentina, the primaries are some sort of pre-electoral polls that anticipate the results of the general 

election, more than a preliminary election to democratically elect general election candidates.  

This is not the ideal scenario to test the hypothesis of the effect of ballot on small parties vote share, 

given that it is not possible to distinguish between the effects of the change in vote casting procedure from 

the particularities of each of the elections. For this main reason, from this preliminary analysis I would not be 

able, nor expect, to conclude any causal relation between variables, but a general trend which may encourage 

further exploration.  

In the cases of Cordoba and Santa Fe the unit of analysis is at the municipal level. Both provinces are 

divided politically in departments (something equivalent to the county level in the United States), which 
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contain several municipalities or local governments of different categories (municipals and comunas). In the 

case of the City of Buenos Aires I use precinct level analysis.   

According to H4, the introduction of Australian ballot in any of their forms will increase small parties 

vote share. The dependent variable is measured as the ratio between the third and the second most voted 

parties in the state representatives’ election. It is a continuous variable that ranges between 0 an1. High ratios 

represent an increment in the vote share of third parties respect to the second top parties, while low ratios 

represent the opposite situation. Several reasons justify the selection of this ratio for this study. First, the third 

to second party performance ratio reflects in some way the incidence of the ballot split. Assuming that the 

first two candidates are those who dispute the executive branch, a smaller gap between the third and second 

parties is directly related to the possibilities of third parties to gain an additional legislative seat. Second, 

comparing electoral performance by party across years is not an option in Argentina. Party alliances and 

electoral coalitions often shift in Argentina and thus a simple performance comparison would be problematic 

between elections. Finally, the ratio enhances comparability and allows control for particular situations, such 

as general vote increments for all parties due to increased turnout. 

The main independent or treatment variable is the change in the vote casting procedure. This is a 

dummy variable that takes the value of 1 for the election in which the reform was implemented and 0 for the 

election in which voters used the partisan paper ballot. As it is analyzed the same units before and after 

treatment, the cases with and without treatment are equally distributed. Then, it is expected that the treatment 

relates positively to the dependent variable, meaning that the change is accompanied by an increment in the 

vote share of the third party. Among the control variables I included the effective number of parties 

competing, to control by fragmentation of the party system. A higher fragmentation means a more disperse 

vote in that election, and thus, a smaller share of vote for each party, but more evenly distributed among 

them.  

Changing ballots makes some alternatives more accessible to voters, inasmuch it forces discrete 

choices or increases their availability, diluting the coattail effect present at concurrent elections. Also, as 
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argued in the theory, the fact that the new system is administered completely by the state instead of 

depending on parties’ capability to distribute ballots across all of the voting centers, makes all parties less 

dependent on organizational resources, benefitting parties with smaller structures, which are less capable to 

reach distant areas, marginal neighborhoods or ensure coverage in low density areas. Two variables used as 

proxies of non-urban areas and marginal neighborhoods are included as control variables. One, “Housing”, 

measures the ratio of households built with quality materials and basic infrastructure, whether they are houses 

or apartments. The other variable, “education”, measures the proportion of people with less than primary 

education. Major parties have greater resources to reach marginal neighborhoods and rural areas than parties 

with smaller structures. Reduced dependence on ground organization for election-day benefits third and 

smaller parties. I included fixed effects by comunas (i.e. local decentralized units) for the City of Buenos Aires 

model, and municipality for Cordoba and Santa Fe.  

It is expected that in concurrent elections combining single and multi-member district magnitudes, 

the non-partisan single paper-ballot and the electronic vote enhance small and third parties’ electoral 

performance in the multimember race. I expect this to occur as a result of these procedures’ field-leveling 

effect regarding parties’ organizational resources, and how they force voters to make discrete choices when it 

comes to voting for each category, watering down the coattail effect from single member district candidates 

on multimember tickets.  

Tables 3.5, 3.6 and 3.7 present the results for City of Buenos Aires, Santa Fe and Cordoba. All three 

tables show that the relation between the change of the ballot and the third to second ratio is positive. This 

means that the change of the vote casting procedure increased the vote share of third parties compared to the 

second largest party in the district.  

[Table 3.5 about here] 

[Table 3.6 about here] 

[Table 3.7 about here] 
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For the City of Buenos Aires, the ratio increases in about .06 percentage points when the new voting 

machine is introduced. The difference is about 0.12 percentage points for the province of Cordoba, and 0.12 

in Santa Fe. All three cases show that the shift from partisan ballots to single non-partisan ballots distributed 

by the state is related to an increase in the third to second party performance ration. This means that the 

change was accompanied by an increment of the third party’s vote share in reference to the second largest 

parties. The coefficient is not only positive but also statistically significant. The number of parties is also a 

relevant variable in these models. Accordingly, as the number of parties increases, third forces reduce its 

distance from the second major party. This could be the result of a drop in the performance of the top two 

major parties, creating an opportunity for third and smaller parties to gain vote share. 

[Figure 3.5 about here] 

[Figure 3.6 about here] 

[Figure 3.7 about here] 
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Conclusions and Discussion 

Can changes in voting procedures and ballot structure alter electoral results by making some political 

options more viable and accessible to the voter? How is this change related to electoral performance of 

groups that are generally affected by coattail effects such as third parties and women candidates in single 

member district races? These are the questions addressed in this research. Underlying is the contention that 

who obtains representation is not determined solely by the mechanisms that translate vote into seats, but by a 

combination of these features with procedural aspects, particularly the vote-casting-procedures or ballot 

structure. This can make some political alternatives more accessible to voters, making it easier to match 

candidates and preferences.  

Whether political alternatives are equally accessible to voters depends on two main mechanisms: the 

possibility of voters to express their true preferences when the institutional context does not necessarily 

demand for a strategic vote, and parties’ capability to reach their target constituency. The analysis of the Salta 

case shows that the implementation of an Australian ballot—a ballot structure that motivates voters to make 

discrete choices for each contest—significantly increases the share of split ballots and levels of roll-off. As a 

result, when women compete in municipalities using the ballot and envelope system, they garner a larger vote 

share than women competing in municipalities with the Australian ballot, suggesting there is a strong 

influence of coattails on the local races facilitated by the partisan paper ballot. Women win a smaller share of 

the overall votes when it is easier to split their ballot or roll-off and gender bias is at work. 

Using the cases of Santa Fe, Cordoba and City of Buenos Aires I find a positive relationship between 

the type of ballot and a reduction in the gap that separates third forces from the second best performing 

party. Although it is not possible to deduce causal effect, it is possible to say that the change from partisan-

paper ballots to single non-partisan ballots delivered by the state is related to an improvement of third parties’ 

performance in the legislative competition.  



 
 

133 

Whether the introduction of the new vote-casting procedures alters traditional electoral practices in a 

country where ballots have remained mostly unchanged since the reestablishment of the democratic regime in 

1983 is most relevant and has important implications for new democracies.  While electoral reforms are 

difficult to implement, small changes such as the way of casting a vote, rarely associated to representation 

issues, could alter who gets represented. While small parties have not enough strength to promote and enable 

electoral reforms that favors their constituencies, they can strategically take advantage from changes such as 

the ballot design.  
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Table 3.1 Sample Balance before and after Matching. Coarsened Exact Matching 
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Table 3.2 Difference in Difference Analysis. Split Ticket Voting Deputy and Mayor 2007, 2011 

and 2015 

 

No Implementation (2007) vs. Partial Implementation (2011) 
 Control Group 

(French ballots in 2011) 
Treated Group 
(Australian Ballots in 
2011) 

Difference 

2007 Elections: 
No Implementation 

6.263611 6.463850   0.2002393 

2011 Elections: 
Partial Implementation 

3.250363  8.111044   4.8606808*** 

Difference -3.013247*** 1.647194   4.6604415*** 

Partial Implementation (2011) vs. Full Implementation (2015) 

 Control Group 
(French ballots in 2011) 

Treated Group 
(Australian Ballots in 
2011) 

Difference 

2011 Elections: 
Partial Implementation 

3.250363  8.111044   4.8606808*** 

2015 Elections: 
Full Implementation 

10.140834  10.035728 - 0.1051055 

Difference -6.890470*** -1.924684   4.9657863*** 

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
The white cells indicate the average level of vote splitting (the dependent variable) for each group, the gray cells 
indicate the difference between two groups, and the dark gray cell indicates the difference-in-difference.  
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Table 3.3 Difference in Difference Analysis. Roll-Off Deputy and Mayor 2007, 2011 and 2015 

 

No Implementation (2007) vs. Partial Implementation (2011) 
 Control Group 

(French ballots in 2011) 
Treated Group 
(Australian Ballots in 
2011) 

Difference 

2007 Elections: 
No Implementation 

10.6921293 10.815034 0.122905 

2011 Elections: 
Partial Implementation 

0.9834962 4.511110 3.527613*** 

Difference -9.7086331*** -6.303925 3.404708*** 

Partial Implementation (2011) vs. Full Implementation (2015) 

 Control Group 
(French ballots in 2011) 

Treated Group 
(Australian Ballots in 
2011) 

Difference 

2011 Elections: 
Partial Implementation 

0.9834962 4.511110 3.527613*** 

2015 Elections: 
Full Implementation 

4.2078532 4.077478 -0.1303757 

Difference 3.2243570 -0.433632  3.6579890*** 

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
The white cells indicate the average level of vote splitting (the dependent variable) for each group, the gray cells 
indicate the difference between two groups, and the dark gray cell indicates the difference-in-difference.  
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Table 3.4 Women Mayoral Candidates Vote Share and Electronic Vote 
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Table 3.5  Third to Second Party Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. Buenos Aires Primary and 

General Elections 2015 
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Table 3.6  Third to Second Party Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. Cordoba 2007 and 2011 
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Table 3.7 Third to Second Party Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. Santa Fe 2007 and 2011 

  



 
 

142 

Figure 3.1 Sample Partisan Paper Ballot  

 

Barnes, T.D., Tchintian, C. and Alles, S., 2017. Assessing Ballot Structure and Split Ticket Voting: Evidence 

from a Quasi-Experiment. The Journal of Politics, 79(2), pp.439-456. 
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Figure 3.2 Sample Party Column Australian ballot. Cordoba Province 2011 
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Figure 3.3 Sample Office Block Australian ballot. Santa Fe Province 2011 
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Figure 3.4 Sample Electronic Ballot. Salta and Buenos Aires Province 2011 and 2015 

Source: Barnes, T.D., Tchintian, C. and Alles, S., 2017. Assessing Ballot Structure and Split Ticket Voting: 

Evidence from a Quasi-Experiment. The Journal of Politics, 79(2), pp.439-456. 
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Figure 3.5  Third to Second Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. City of Buenos Aires 
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Figure 3.6  Third to Second Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. Cordoba 
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Figure 3.7  Third to Second Vote Share Ratio and Ballot. Santa Fe 
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Chapter 4 | Candidate Visibility, Intraparty 

Fragmentation and Legislative Behavior. 

Electronic Vote in Brazil 

 

Electoral systems are a key component of representative democracies. Electoral institutions structure 

how voters express their preferences at the polls and how votes are translated into seats. The extent to which 

a political system can be considered representative of the electorate is very much a function of electoral rules. 

The literature that explains how electoral rules affect representation, however, relies on an implicit 

assumption: that all political alternatives are clearly available and equally accessible to the voter at the moment 

of casting a vote. This assumption is reasonable -in principle-, as all contestants in a list/race, independently 

of their ballot position or other ballot characteristics, have the same chance of winning a seat (Marcinkiewicz 

2014). However, once the ballot design is added to the equation, this assumption needs to be questioned.  

I relax this assumption and develop a theory to explain how ballot designs and vote casting 

procedures can have a differential effect on electoral results and thus, can shape intraparty dynamics. In other 

words, holding all other variables constant, do different presentations of the political options in the ballot 

lead to a difference in the expected electoral outcomes and representation? 
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The main argument in this research states that different ballot designs and vote casting procedures 

present voters with the full set of voting choices available given the electoral rules in different ways. While 

some ballots make equally visible every political alternative given certain electoral rules, other ballots present 

political alternatives in such a way that require not only more effort and time from the voter, but a higher risk 

of waiting the vote, for instance by spoiling the ballot. 

When a ballot structure enhances accessibility to political options by allowing voters to see past the 

dominant parties or candidates, it increases permeability of the system, creating incentives for challengers to 

invest campaign resources in attempting to engage untapped voters. A ballot and vote casting procedure that 

enhance access to political options, and thus increase district permeability, may have a correlate in the 

electoral outcome and representation.  

Given the Brazilian PR multimember district open list system, and its consequently high levels of 

intraparty competition pointed out by most of the literature on representation, this study analyzes if the 

replacement of the paper ballot by the electronic vote exacerbated intraparty fragmentation and legislative 

disunity within parties through the following mechanisms: a) a more clear display of the political alternatives 

given the new vote casting procedure; b) political ‘inclusion’ of voters previously excluded by the paper-based 

ballot or who used to make mistakes during the process; c) mobilization opportunities for challenger 

candidates created by the perception of permeability amidst a highly-competitive political environment. 

Open list proportional multimember (PRMM) systems are associated to candidate centric type of 

politics (opposed to party-centric dynamics). In this context, when ballot structure enhances accessibility of 

voters to all political alternatives, and thus increasing district permeability, it would be expected an increase of 

intraparty fragmentation and thus a higher intra-party competition in the legislative arena. 

This research uses electoral data from the 1998 federal representatives’ election in Brazil and roll call 

vote data from the 51st Brazilian House of Representatives (1999-2002). In 1998, electronic voting was 

introduced in a portion of the country’s municipalities across the 26 states and the Federal District, replacing 

the traditional writing-intensive paper ballot. The reform was intended to offer a more user-friendly 
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environment to the voter, to both increase turnout among illiterates and increase the perceived fairness of the 

electoral process. These resulted in a simpler process and clearer display of information on the complete 

electoral process enhancing candidate visibility and voter accessibility to political options. Every other 

electoral rule remained unaltered. The partial introduction of this new technology in 1998 creates an ideal 

laboratory setting to analyze the effects of the change of ballot design while controlling for contextual factors.  

I find that party system fragmentation is higher in those places that used the electronic ballot, and 

that representatives who were elected under the new voting procedure are more likely to take a path away 

from the party line than those who were elected under the old system. These findings have important 

implications for representation. A system that enhances visibility of every political alternatives may increase 

less popular alternatives substantive and descriptive representation, and favor alternative demographic 

groups.    
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Literature Review  

Electoral rules shape parties and party systems dynamics, primarily by affecting politicians’ and 

voters’ behavior. While some electoral rules encourage co-partisans to cooperate with each other and 

contribute to the party label, others encourage competition and building a personal reputation (i.e. Crisp et al. 

2004, Mainwaring and Shugart 2002, Ames 2001).  

Electoral incentives are mostly determined by the combination of list type and district magnitude. 

When voters cast their ballot for a party list, individual politicians have an incentive to work together in 

building up the party label. On the contrary, when voters cast their vote for individual candidates within a 

party list, politicians have incentives to cultivate personal reputation. In either case, the expected effect of 

each type of list (i.e. open versus closed) is greater as the district magnitude increases (Mainwaring 1991, 

Samuels 1999, Ames 1995, Shugart and Carey 1995, Hazan and Rahat 2010).  

In electoral systems where candidates’ fate is strongly dependent on the party (i.e. closed list PR 

systems), individual or local impulses can be penalized by party leaders. As legislative careers depend more 

heavily on the constituency (i.e. plurality or PR open lists), legislators are more interested in maintaining a 

good standing with voters, motivating intraparty competition (Cain et al. 1987, Ames and Amorim Neto 

2002, Norris 2002). 

This literature, however, relies on unstated assumptions: that every political alternative is equally 

accessible/visible to the voter at the moment of casting a vote. It is assumed that citizens choose parties or 

candidates who do indeed best represent their own views free from institutional constraints other than 

whether she should choose a party list or a candidate (Lau et al. 2014).  

The assumption of availability and equal accessibility of all political alternatives can be questioned 

once ballot design and vote casting procedure are added to the mix. Within the same broad ballot category 

(i.e. closed or open), political alternatives can be presented in multiple ways and procedure to cast a valid vote 
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could be completely different. If this is the case, then the effect of the ballot on electoral outcomes is being 

underestimated, as well as its effect on legislative dynamics.  

In studying electoral systems and their elements, scholars have recognized the need of a more 

nuanced analysis of electoral ballots and the vote casting procedure under the contention that different ballot 

features may have some influence over how—and what—voters choose. The 2000 presidential election in the 

US, and the Florida controversy with the Butterfly ballot, boost a new interest on this area of research. In 

particular, an important body of literature was devoted to understanding whether different ballot designs 

affect the probability of casting a valid vote versus the probability of spoiling the ballot in different ways: 

percent of unrecorded votes (Kimball and Kropf 2005), mismarking the ballot (Niemi and Herrnson 2003), 

residual votes (Ansolabehere and Stewart III 2003), over-vote and under-vote (Agresti and Presnell 2002) are 

some of the most popular outcomes reveled by this literature as the expected effect of different vote casting 

procedures, information provided by the ballot, layout of the ballot, etc.  

The link of ballot design and electoral outcomes and representation was addressed by the literature 

studying the consequences of the introduction of the Australian ballot in US at the end of the 19th century. 

One body of literature was devoted to study whether different versions of the Australian ballot across states 

would affect the propensity of voters to split their ticket instead of casting a partisan ballot (Darcy and 

Schneider 1989, Walker 1966, Campbell et al. 1960, Rusk 1970, Roberts 2009), thus affecting electoral results. 

A second body of literature studied how the effect of ballot design can be extended to the legislative arena to 

explain the electoral connection and representatives’ level of responsiveness to their constituencies, 

exacerbating the personal vote characteristic of the US (Engstrom and Kernell 2005, Roberts 2008, 2009, 

Katz and Sala 1996, Wittrock et al 2008). 

Following the pattern found in American Politics, a number of comparative scholars began to be 

interested on the effect of changes of vote casting procedures on voters’ behavior. The most salient issues for 

this literature is voters’ perception on usability, reliability and transparency issues and to less extent on issues 

related to how this usability issues translate into electoral outcomes (Alvarez et al. 2009, Alvarez et al. 2011, 
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Katz et al. 2011, Calvo et al. 2008). However, this research agenda has often grown without bridging to the 

literature on electoral outcomes and representation. In the following section I develop the theory that links 

ballot structure with representation, showing how a change in the vote casting procedure may affect voters’ 

and representatives’ behavior by introducing new incentives among candidates and elected representatives in 

the legislative arena.    
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Theory 

Voting procedure can shape voters’ and legislative behavior. However, in this paper I contend that 

the ultimate result obtained by such a change depends not only on the type of change in the ballot structure, 

but also on preexisting configuration of other elements in the electoral systems that remain unaltered. It is my 

contention that –other things remaining equal– different ballot designs or vote casting procedures can 

exacerbate (or nuance) effects already known and expected from the electoral system. 

In particular, when the electoral system already creates incentives for intraparty fragmentation, 

candidate-centered elections and party disunity (i.e. open list PRMM), a change in ballot structure furthering 

candidate’s visibility and lowering voters’ cost of using electoral system’s provisions by simplifying the 

process of casting a vote, can further increase intraparty fragmentation and raise the incentives to break away 

from party lines once in the legislature.  

This idea relies on braking away from a strong assumption that is implicit in every study on the 

impact of electoral rules on representation: that all political alternatives are clearly available and equally 

accessible to the voter at the moment of casting a vote. Although in open list systems all contestants in a 

list/race, independently of their ballot position or other ballot characteristics, have -in principle- the same 

chance of winning a seat (Marcinkiewicz 2014), I contend that different ballot structures offer different level 

of visibility to the political options. In other words, some ballots reinforce popular candidates’ probabilities to 

win, while others level the field for every political alternatives.  

Until now, the means through which alternatives are presented to voters at the moment of casting a 

vote has not been considered a theoretically relevant factor for understanding electoral outcomes and 

representation. The assumption of availability and equal accessibility of all political alternatives can be 

questioned once ballot design and vote casting procedure are added to the mix. 

There are several features of a ballot structure that can play a role in leveling candidates’ exposure or 

visibility level at the moment of casting a vote. In any ballot, all voting options entail effort (physical and 
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cognitive), risk and time. Clear and complete information and easy tasks can enhance party/candidate 

visibility and level the field during the electoral process. This does not mean that popular parties or 

incumbents lose their advantage, but the advantage they use to have due to complex process to cast a valid 

vote will diminish. Without limitations imposed by the act of casting the vote, it is easier for the voter to 

translate preferences into votes.  

Access to different political options results from parties’ and candidates’ capability to reach their 

target constituency, in combination with the possibility of voters to easily express their preferences. Several 

mechanisms can operate to level the field for every political option through the vote casting procedures. On 

the voters’ side, the opportunity to better translate voters’ intention into votes (whether this is sincere or 

strategic) is a function of the extent to which voting system itself obstacles to casting a valid vote. Ballots that 

offer a clearer display of every political alternative and offers equal visibility to every political alternative may 

enhance voters’ ability to better translate preferences into votes. On the supply side, the availability of 

political alternatives is the result of how permeable the district is to candidates other than the dominant or 

incumbent ones. If vote casting procedure levels the field to every political alternative by making the process 

simpler for everybody, this promotes political ‘inclusion’ of voters previously excluded and those used to 

make mistakes during the process and also provides mobilization opportunities for challenger candidates 

created by the perception of permeability amidst a highly-competitive political environment. An impermeable 

district discourages challenging candidates from investing campaign resources to engage likely voters.  

If a change in ballot structure allows voters to see past the dominant candidate in a district, it may 

increase permeability and ultimately make the incumbent or dominant candidate more vulnerable. At the 

same time, this perceived vulnerability may create incentives for challengers to invest campaign resources in 

an attempt to engage untapped voters. Finally, the system creates further incentives to break apart from 

party’s line to differentiate themselves in view of the following election.  

Accordingly, I put forth that changes in ballot structure intended to improve vote accessibility and 

candidate/party visibility may increase political competition. In an open ballot PR multimember district 
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system, this may be translated in an exacerbation of intraparty fragmentation and in the incentives to cultivate 

a personal vote once in the legislature. The following hypotheses are based upon this contention. 

H1: Under a PR multimember-open list system, it is expected that the introduction of 

accessibility-enabling changes in ballot structure increase intraparty fragmentation.  

H2: Under PR multimember-open list system, it is expected that the introduction of 

accessibility-enabling changes in ballot structure increase legislative disunity. 
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The Ballot Reform in Brazil 

I use electoral data from the 1998 federal representatives’ election in Brazil and roll call vote data 

from the 51st Brazilian House of Representatives (1999-2002). In 1998, electronic voting was introduced in a 

portion of the country’s municipalities across the 26 states and the Federal District, replacing the traditional 

writing-intensive paper ballot. The reform was intended to offer a more user-friendly environment to the 

voter, to both increase turnout among illiterates and increase the perceived fairness of the electoral process. 

These resulted in a simpler process and clearer display of information on the complete electoral process 

enhancing candidate visibility and voter accessibility to political options. Every other electoral rule remained 

unaltered. The partial introduction of this new technology in 1998 creates an ideal laboratory setting to 

analyze the effects of the change of ballot design while controlling for contextual factors.  

Brazilian Politics 

Brazil uses an open list proportional representation system to elect 513 members of the Chamber of 

Representatives for a four-year mandate. Chamber seats are distributed between the 26 states (unidades 

federativas) and the Federal District proportionally to their population. However, there is a minimum of eight 

deputies per state and a maximum of 70. The electoral law allows a maximum number of candidates a party 

can nominate. If the district magnitude is less than 20, the list can contain up to two times the district 

magnitude, whereas if it is higher than 20, the maximum number of candidates is 1.5 times the district 

magnitude. For multiparty coalitions, this value change to three times the district magnitude for districts of 

less than 20 seats and two times the district magnitude respectively for those of more than 20 seats (Crisp et 

al 2007). This results in a big variation in both the district magnitude across states and the number of 

candidates each party nominates in each district.  

Brazilian electoral system creates incentives for intraparty competition or anti-party behavior of 

individual candidates from the moment of the nomination, during the electoral race and once in office. One 
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of the most relevant factors contributing to this situation is its open-list PRMM electoral system. Under this 

system, each voter is allowed to cast a vote for only one candidate (despite being multimember districts) or 

for the complete list. Seats are then allocated first by parties according to the total number of votes their 

candidates get –using the largest remainder proportional formula-, and then within parties according to the 

number of individual votes obtained by each candidate (Mainwaring 1991).  

This allows different campaign strategies from candidates even within the same political party. 

Candidates may decide to concentrate their resources in a small number of districts, while others may try to 

capture an evenly distributed vote across the state (Ames 1995, 2001). Independently of the level of 

concentration of the vote, what is a common denominator is that the open list within high district magnitude 

systems can create a zero-sum-like game between co-partisans competing for the same portion of the 

electorate within the state.  

The Ballot Change 

In 1998 the country partially introduced electronic voting devices and started a process to substitute 

paper-based ballots. Electronic ballots were introduced in Brazil in an effort to reduce fraud and to lower 

barriers to political participation among less-educated voters by eliminating the difficulties associated with 

writing-intensive paper ballots (Alvarez et al. 2011, Fujiwara 2010, Rendeze 2003, Rodrigues Filho et al. 

2006).  

The voting procedure before the introduction of electronic vote required voters to write a candidate 

name or number (each candidate is identified with a unique number) in a paper ballot. Voters had the option 

of either write the party name or identification number, or in the case of multimember races, express a 

preference for a candidate writing either her name or a multiple digit number. This task was even more 

complex when the voter had to vote for multiple offices in the same election. The paper ballot did not 

contain any informational cue that could guide the voter, many of them would make mistakes and 
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unintentionally spoil their votes, while others would either not turnout the vote (it was optional for illiterates) 

or just vote blank to lower the risk of making a mistake and reduce the cost imposed by the procedure.  

The electronic ballot introduced for the first time in 1994 in only some municipalities made the 

process to find the preferred option easier, and offers informational cues to better translate ones intention 

into vote. It provided visual aids that were absent in the paper ballot; the machine offers guidance on how to 

proceed; it replaced letters with numbers as means to identify the candidate; and it also provided confirmation 

to the voters (the picture of the chosen candidate appears once the candidate number is entered).  

[Figure 4.1 about here] 

The introduction of electronic vote completely changed the voting process. The process now starts 

with the voter typing the candidate’s number into a keypad. The machine provides the name, party affiliation 

and a picture of the candidate in the screen. Finally, the voter can confirm the vote or start the process again 

if a mistake was made or there is a need of changing the vote. The push-button telephone resembling keypad, 

the visual aids with the picture of the candidate, and the fact that the machine provides feedback both to 

guide the voter step-by-step and provide opportunities to cancel or confirm his/her choice, contributes to 

making the process much easier.  

Direct Implications of the Ballot Reform  

In Brazil, the substitution of paper ballot by electronic voting made the complete voting process 

easier and all of the candidates more equal in terms of visibility, and thus, the complete system more 

accessible to different political alternatives. Following the hypothesis stated in the previous section, two 

process lead to an increment of intraparty fragmentation and party disunity where the new ballot was 

administered. First, higher exposure of the candidates makes it easier for voters to choose an option other 

than the dominant candidate. Second, the paper ballot system demanded high level of information from the 

voter to cast a vote according to his/her preference; this cost may be lowered by electronic voting through 



 
 

161 

this voting aids provided by the ballot. Third, the simplification of the process may have resulted in an 

increment of political participation among the less educated who would previously make mistakes or avoided 

voting. Given this effect, parties and candidates faced a potentially changing electorate, providing an 

unprecedented opportunity to tap new voters.  

This municipal vulnerability –or permeability to challengers as Ames (1995) describes it– is the result 

of changing conditions, resembling what would be the effect of an “influx of migrants signaling and 

electorate free of control by old leaders and old loyalties”. Due to the change in ballot structure and the 

electronic vote, the now-able voters make municipalities more permeable to candidates which otherwise 

would not be willing to invest resources in challenging strong players or incumbents seeking reelection. 
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Data and Research Design 

The 1998 Brazilian House of Representatives election offers a unique opportunity to analyze the 

effect of the change in ballot structure and vote casting procedure, given the partial administration of 

electronic vote in selected municipalities through the country. The introduction of electronic vote started in 

1994 in one municipality and in 1996 the state of Santa Catarina was chosen to prove the new voting 

procedure. In 1998, around two thirds of the voters –less than 15% of the municipalities in Brazil- casted 

their ballots using electronic devices (most of them used electronic device for the first time), while the other 

third part of the electorate used the traditional paper ballot. The electronic ballot was used in capital cities and 

municipalities over 40.500 registered voters, while those below that number used paper-based ballots. Only 

five states used electronic vote in all their municipalities: Alagoas, Amapá, Amazonas, Rio de Janeiro and 

Roraima. The remaining states used a mix of both systems according to the population criteria mentioned 

before. Overall, 635 municipalities used electronic devices, and 4,917 used the traditional paper ballot 

The way the electronic vote was implemented in Brazil provides both, an opportunity, but also a 

challenge to analyze the role of this reform on levels of intraparty fragmentation and legislative disunity. The 

partial introduction of this new technology in 1998 creates an ideal laboratory setting to analyze the effects of 

the change of ballot design while controlling for contextual factors. However, this implementation also poses 

two challenges: first, the treatment was not randomly assigned; second, federal representatives are elected 

state-wide in Brazil, while the implementation of the electronic vote was done in selected municipalities. I 

address the first problem by using propensity score matching to measure ballot effect on intraparty 

fragmentation. The second problem constitutes an issue for the analysis of the impact of the ballot type on 

legislative behavior, given that the votes obtained by some representatives are composed by votes casted with 

paper ballots and vote casted by electronic devices. I solved this last issue by measuring the extent of ballot 

effect as a statewide proportion of votes received by each elected representative through electronic vote given 

their total number of votes.  
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Given that I use different approaches to analyze the effect of the change of ballot on intraparty 

fragmentation and legislative behavior, I divided this section in two, each of them corresponding to each of 

these analyses.  

Ballot Design and Intraparty Fragmentation 

The data corresponds to the 1998 Federal Representatives elections in Brazil.16 The unit of analysis is 

the party/coalition list at the municipal level. Organizing the data in this way offers the possibility to measure 

intraparty fragmentation for the same party under different treatment conditions (the type of ballot).  

The dependent variable is intraparty fragmentation within each party/coalition at the municipal level. 

Although each party (or coalition) presents a single list of candidates per state, candidates’ strength vary 

within the state and their strategies follow spatial patterns, differing on dominance and concentration (Ames 

1995). Some candidates dominate a geographically concentrated number of municipalities, while others seek 

to gather an average share of votes in municipalities scattered throughout the state. This is why levels of 

intraparty fragmentation may vary amongst municipalities, even within the same state.  

I measure intraparty fragmentation using the Rae and Taylor’s (1970) fragmentation index. That is: 

one minus the sum of the square of each candidate’s share of the lists’ total number of votes within a 

municipality: 

1 − ∑ 𝑐𝑖
2

𝑛

𝑖=1

 

Where n is the number of candidates with at least one vote in each party/coalition, and 𝑐𝑖
2 the square 

of each candidate’s proportion of all votes.  

                                                           
16 Data source: http://www.tse.jus.br/ 
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The result is a continuous variable ranging from zero to one. Lower values mean more concentration 

of the vote around a small number of candidates within each list, while higher values means a more disperse 

vote among different candidates in the party/coalition list within each municipality.  

The main independent or treatment variable is the change in the vote casting procedure. This is a 

dummy variable that takes the value of 1 if electronic voting was introduced and 0 if not. It is expected that 

the treatment relates positively to the dependent variable, meaning that the change is accompanied by an 

increment in the intraparty fragmentation compared to the non-treated municipalities.  

Using observational data on election for treated and non-treated municipalities during the same 

electoral year within the same country, allows for reproducing the conditions that best resemble experimental 

situations controlling for historic and temporal variations. However, it is worth noting that the treatment was 

not randomly assigned. According to the Brazilian Electoral authority, in the 1998 elections only capital cities 

and municipalities over 40.500 registered voters would use the electronic voting; those below that number 

would use paper-based ballots. Only five states used electronic vote in all their municipalities: Alagoas, 

Amapá, Amazonas, Rio de Janeiro and Roraima. The remaining states used a mix of both systems according 

to the population criteria mentioned before 

Overall, 635 municipalities used electronic devices, and 4,917 used the traditional paper ballot. 

Although a greater number of municipalities used paper ballot, the majority of the voters used an electronic 

voting machine during this election. This is explained by Brazil’s uneven population distribution, and the fact 

that the largest municipalities were the ones where electronic voting was introduced.  

I use both, propensity score matching without replacement and coarsened exact matching techniques 

in order to balance the sample between the treated and control cases (Ho, Imai, King, and Stuart 2004, Iacus, 

King and Porro 2011). The treatment condition is matched over illiteracy, per capita GDP, district magnitude, 

turnout and population size. Illiteracy is widespread in Brazil, and it was part of the diagnosis that onset the 

search for an alternative voting procedure. Same for different levels of turnout, as was also part of the 

diagnosis that led to introduce a simplified vote casting procedure. As for per capita GDP, Brazil’s economic 
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development varies widely among states, creating great disparities that are reflected in people’s personal 

situation. Population was the criteria use to choose the district with and without electronic vote. Finally, 

regarding district magnitude, its wide range –which goes from eight to 70– directly impacts the number of 

candidates a voter has access to, and also the number of candidates competing over a single seat. 

Other variables that may contribute to the overall level of fragmentation at the municipal level are 

included in the model. Such is the case of the proportion of incumbents each list contains, as it is assumed 

that these candidates possess a clear advantage over co-partisans (and competitors) in the electoral race. I 

include two different variables that measure this: former members of executive branch, and former members 

of legislative branch, each divided by the total number of candidates in the list. Finally, I include a measure of 

list crowdedness (Crisp et al 2007). This is a ratio between the total number of candidates in the list and the 

total number of seats available in the district. I expect this variable to have a positive relation with intraparty 

fragmentation. In order to control for unknown idiosyncratic factors, I use regional and list fixed effects.  

Ballot Design and Party Unity 

The data corresponds to 1998 Federal Deputies elections in Brazil and roll call data from its 51st 

House of Representatives.17 I measure individual legislators’ voting behavior using roll call votes between 

1999 and 2002 excluding unanimous votes and those obtained less than 2.5% of the votes (Poole and 

Rosenthal 1997). I build three different dependent variables using this data.  

First, I use ideal point estimation using two-dimensional item response model (Clinton, Jackman and 

Rivers 2004). According to these authors, Bayesian procedure for estimation and inference for spatial models 

of roll call voting is more appropriate than other methods such as W-Nominate or Optimal Classification for 

relatively small sample sizes.  

                                                           
17 Source: Zucco, Cesar, 2013, "Roll Call Votes from the Câmara de Deputados", hdl:1902.1/20270, Harvard Dataverse, 
V3, UNF:5:WJR8Vs0jJFQP3TZOYqn/Cg== 
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In order to avoid problems of unidentified model, I forced the location of three individual legislators, 

representing the more conservative, center and progressive positions in the 51st legislature. These are right 

wing legislator Jose Sarney Filho (PFL-MA), son of former president José Sarney and brother to governor 

and presidential candidate Roseana Sarney; centrist José Gomes Da Rocha, four terms deputy for PMDB, 

State of Goias; and left wing deputy José Dirceu, founder and historic member of the PT and coordinator of 

Lula’s first presidential campaign. The dependent variable measures legislators break away from party line, as 

the absolute distance each legislator maintains from the party median in each of the dimensions extracted 

from the roll call votes.  

Second, I use a measure of dissent among co-partisans as the proportions of times each legislator 

votes with the majority of the party. It is a ratio which indicates higher dissent respect to the party line when 

the values are low.  

Third, I use the length of confidence intervals obtained from ideal point estimation as a different 

measure of disunity, where higher confidence intervals indicate a more erratic and uncertain behavior.    

Given that electronic voting was administered at the municipal level, and federal legislators are 

elected at the state level, I built the main independent variable as a continuous variable ranging from zero to 

one, measuring the weight of the votes casted with the new ballot in each candidate’s election.  

𝑒𝑣𝑖𝑗 𝑣𝑖𝑗⁄  

Where ev is the number of votes won by candidate i in district j, and v is the total of votes casted for 

candidate i in j district.  

I expect higher weights of electronic vote in individual candidates to be related in a positive manner 

with breakaway from party lines: (a) positively related to the absolute distance between legislators’ ideal point 

and party or coalition median; (b) negatively related to the proportion of times the legislator voted with the 

majority of the party or coalition; (c) positively related to the length of confidence intervals.  
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Although each party (or coalition) presents a single list of candidates per state, candidates’ strength 

varies within the state and their strategies follow geographical patterns, differing on dominance and 

concentration (Ames 2001). Some candidates dominate a geographically concentrated number of 

municipalities, while others seek to gather an average share of votes in municipalities scattered throughout the 

state. To control for the impact of varying strategies I include legislators’ average dominance score through 

the state. That is, the average of candidate’s share of total votes cast for members of all parties across all 

state’s municipalities, weighted by the percentage of the candidate’s total vote each municipality contributes.  

𝑣𝑖𝑗

𝑣𝑗

𝑣𝑖𝑗

𝑣𝑚
⁄  

Where v is the number of votes won by candidate i in district j in state m.  

Candidates with higher weighted averages tend to dominate their key municipalities, while those with 

lower ones share key municipalities with other candidates (Ames 1995).  

The model also includes a control for whether or not legislators were incumbent in the 1998 

elections and the number of votes she/he got in each state. It is assumed that incumbent candidates possess a 

clear advantage over co-partisans (and competitors) in the electoral race, and already have built a personal 

vote.  

District magnitude is also included as a control variable; Brazil’s district magnitude ranges from eight 

to 70, directly impacting the number of candidates a voter has access to, and also the number of candidates 

competing over a single seat. It is expected that the higher this is, the higher the incentives are to cultivate a 

personal vote given the higher level of competition. Finally, I include fixed effects by party to account for the 

particular dynamics and leadership style each party may have in the House of Representatives. 
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Analysis and Findings 

It is expected that in municipalities where electronic voting was introduced, the level of intraparty 

fragmentation increases compared to those where the traditional paper-based ballot was used.  

As explained in the research design section, given that the electronic vote was not randomly assigned 

I use matching technique to better resample experimental settings. I use illiteracy, per capita GDP, district 

magnitude, turnout and population to match the over the treatment variable. I use both, PSM and CEM to 

balance the sample across the treatment. However, given that CEM does overall a much better job on 

balancing the sample I only report the results for PSM.  

[Table 4.1 about here] 

[Figure 4.2 about here] 

Table 4.1 shows that sample balance improves considerably when performing CEM. From a total of 

29748 control cases and 4822 treated cases, CEM, manages to find 12234 control cases for 3374 treated 

observations (remember that CEM default uses the replacement option, and thus the uneven number of 

control and treated units, which is corrected using the weights command). Overall, improvement for all of the 

variables is more than 90 percent, but for population, which is only 35%. The smaller balance improvement 

in population is expected given that most of the control municipalities are the less populated cases, while the 

cases with the treatment ballot are the ones more populated districts. Only in very few cases, small districts 

are subject to the treatment (i.e. capital cities of small states).  

I run 3 different models using the data resulted from the CEM procedure. The first model includes 

the treatment and covariates described in the research design section (treatment, former members of 

executive branch, and former members of legislative branch, crowdedness of the list). The second model 

includes fixed effects by region (center-west=baseline, north, northeast, south, and southeast) as a robustness 

check to control by any idiosyncratic factor that might be affecting the results. A third model replaces the 

effects by region and includes effects by list, state and municipality.   
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Table 4.2 shows that in the three models, electronic vote has a positive and significant impact on the 

intraparty fragmentation. For both matching samples, with and without fixed effects by region, the change 

from paper to electronic ballot is associated to an increase of intraparty fragmentation between 0.1 and 0.03 

percentage points.  

[Table 4.2 about here] 

 While electronic ballot increases intraparty fragmentation in about .04 percentage points in 

the first model, when including effect by state, municipality and party increases the coefficient to 0.11 

percentage points. Control variables are all positively related with fragmentation, as expected. Figures 4.3 

shows the predicted intraparty fragmentation for model 1. The graph shows again that that in district where 

the electronic vote was used in the 1998 election, electronic voting increased the intraparty fragmentation in 

almost .05 percentage points. The positive relation between the new voting procedure and the increment in 

intraparty fragmentation holds when fixed effects by regions, and when including effects by party, state and 

municipality.    

[Figures 4.3 about here] 

Overall, it is possible to say that the change in vote casting procedure is associated to an increase of 

the effective number of candidates within each list. This means that in the Brazilian 1998 elections, the 

introduction of electronic voting favored an increment in the level of intraparty competition.  

Regarding levels of party unity in the legislature once the new ballot is introduced, it is expected that 

legislators who in 1998 were elected with a higher weight of electronic votes show an increased break away 

from party line during their term as part of the 51st House of Representatives.  

I run Bayesian ideal point estimation in order to extract the two main underlying dimensions based 

on observational data on roll call votes. Figure 4.4 shows the result of this process. In the horizontal axes I 

represented the first and most relevant dimension –left v. right- (according to the summary statistics, it 

explains a huge proportion of the variation compared to the second dimension). In the vertical axes I 
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represented the second dimension –government v. opposition-. Each point represents legislators ideal point 

estimates, and they are presented in different colors according to their party affiliation. Black dots represent 

median value for each party in the chamber. Finally, the two lines that divide the graph in four quadrants 

represent the floor median for the first and second dimension. 

[Figures 4.4 about here] 

The first dimension divides the political space in what would seem to be the left-right ideological 

dimension. On the left, the PT, PSB and PCDOB hold most of their legislators. PMDB and PSDB occupy 

the center, while PPB and PFL hold the right-wing positions. 

The second dimension is less clear. PMDB and PSDB extend from top to bottom along this second 

dimension. Zucco and Laurderdale (2011) state that these two parties historically harbor government and 

opposition factions regardless of who is in power. As such, these could be a government-opposition 

dimension. It is true that all of PT legislator are at bottom part of the dimension, which would be the 

opposition side. However, for other parties, this explanation does not match in a very straight forward 

interpretation. 

Table 4.3 presents the results of the regression using three different dependent variables: the absolute 

difference between each legislator’s ideal point estimate in dimension one and the median of the party to 

which she/he belongs (models 1 and 2), the level of dissent within the party (model 3 and 4) and the level of 

uncertainty around the ideal point estimation (models 5 and 6). Models 2, 4 and 6 include fixed effects by 

state.    

[Table 4.3 about here] 

As the table shows, the higher the proportion of votes casted with electronic ballot, the further the 

legislator gets respect to its party median in the first dimension, the fewer times the legislator votes with the 

majority of its party members. However, the measure of erratic behavior does not show to be significantly 

related to the proportion of votes received by electronic vote. Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.6 shows the predicted 
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party disunity given different proportions of votes casted by electronic ballot using. While including fixed 

effects by state does not change the size and significance of the coefficient for distance from party median, 

the relation between proportion of votes cast by electronic vote and whether the legislator votes with the 

majority is not significant when including effects by state.  

[Figure 4.5 about here] 

As the proportion of votes obtained with the new vote casting procedure increase, it also increase the 

distance of the legislator from his/her party median.  

[Figure 4.6 about here] 

On the other hand, higher proportions of votes obtained with the new vote casting procedure is 

related to lower convergence between legislators’ individual vote and the majority of the party, the dissent 

increase.  
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Conclusions and Discussion 

This research addresses whether changes in voting procedures and ballot structure can alter the shape 

of electoral results by making some political options more viable and accessible to voters. Also, it aims to 

understand what would be the first manifestation of such effect. Some exploratory answers are outlined in 

this chapter. Underlying is the contention that party system structure or party dynamics are not solely 

determined by the mechanisms that translate votes into seats. Instead, it is a combination of these features 

with procedural aspects, in this case those that affect how preferences get to translate into votes. These 

procedural aspects can make some political alternatives more accessible to voters, making it easier to match 

candidates and preferences.  

Whether political alternatives are equally accessible to voters depends on two main mechanisms: the 

possibility of voters to express their true preferences and parties’ capability to reach untapped likely voters. 

The 1998 Brazilian federal deputies’ electoral results and roll call votes from the 51st Brazilian legislature were 

used to test this idea. The Brazilian case is known because of high levels of intraparty fragmentation, and the 

expectation was that the introduction of electronic voting would exacerbate the effect of the open ballot and 

high district magnitude: intraparty fragmentation and party disunity.  

The results confirm the fact that in municipalities with electronic vote, the levels of intraparty 

fragmentation are higher compared with “twin-control” municipalities using paper ballots. Regarding 

legislative behavior, the preliminary results partially confirm that the higher the proportion of vote obtained 

by electronic means, the higher the levels of dissent within the party.  

Whether changing the ballot structure has an effect on leveling the field of the competition might be 

also a fact that can be better captured after further elections held with these procedures. This sort of change 

may have consequences for parties not only on election-day, but also in the long run.   
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Tables & Figures 
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Table 4.1 Sample Balance before and after Matching. Coarsened Exact Matching 
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Table 4.2 Vote Casting Procedure on Intraparty Fragmentation. Brazil 1998 
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Table 4.3 Vote Casting Procedure on Legislative Behavior. Brazil 1999-2001 

 



 
 

177 

Figure 4.1 Paper and Electronic Ballot in Brazil 

 

  

 

Source: MIT Political Science 
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Figure 4.2  Sample Balance before and after Matching. Coarsened Exact Matching 
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Figure 4.3  Predicted Intraparty Fragmentation by Ballot Type 

 

  



 
 

180 

Figure 4.4  Ideal Point Estimates. Two Dimensions. Brazil 1999-2002  
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Figure 4.5  Distance from Party Median According to Ballot Design Weight 
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Figure 4.6  Party Dissent According to Ballot Design Weight 
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Conclusion 

This research project contributes to a deeper understanding of the electoral process’ dynamics by 

addressing the role of ballot design and vote casting procedure on voters’ behavior, party elites’ strategies and 

electoral outcomes. I do so by bridging the literature on elections and the literature on ballot design to study 

their combined impact on representation. By doing so, this research moves past the implicit assumptions of 

commonly-used classifications of electoral systems (i.e. equal visibility of political alternatives) to argue that, 

regardless of whether the electoral system enables (or not) voters to alter the order of candidates defined by 

parties, voter can be presented with the electoral offering and prompted to vote in different ways. These 

differences may have an impact on how and what the voters choose and who gets represented. Additionally, 

building on the literature that studies how information cues on the election day other than party and 

incumbency inform voter to make a choice, I analyze how candidates’ observable attributes are combined 

with contextual factors provided by the ballot and, altogether, influence voters’ perception at the precise 

moment of casting a vote. I argue that information cues provided to the voter on the election day cannot be 

disengaged from the substantive information that is provided by the ballot, such as order, placement, number 

of alternatives, among others. 

Latin American countries provide an ideal scenario to answer these questions for several reasons. 

First, due to the low institutionalization of political parties and weaker programmatic links between parties 

and voters, vote choices are volatile and hence the information available at the time of the election has a more 

prominent role. Second, because most of Latin America has multiparty systems, information requirements to 
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distinguish electoral alternatives and identify a preferred option are higher, turning the ballot into a critical 

information piece. This is all exacerbated by the fact that voting is mandatory in most of the countries, ruling 

out the possibility of abstaining and forcing voters to make a decision with the information at hand. All of 

these make Latin American systems an ideal scenario for this research, with important implications for those 

countries looking for higher levels of electoral integrity and consolidation of their democratic institutions.  

The countries selected for this project (Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador and Brazil) offer the 

opportunity to measure a variety of outcomes affecting representation that result from ballot structure. Using 

survey and observational data from El Salvador and Ecuador, I show that candidates physical attributes and 

personality traits are relevant to explain vote share under open list proportional representation systems. 

However, the cues provided by the ballot are more relevant in ballots with small number of candidates and 

for those candidates that are in the worse or less visible positions in the ballots. Using data from four 

consecutive elections in Chile, I was able to show that position in the ballot, combined with candidates’ 

characteristics such as incumbency, matters to explain vote choice. Moreover, party elites strategically use 

ballot and candidates feature to maximize their vote share. Results show that candidates with previous 

political experience are more likely to be placed first in the list to take advantage of the primacy effect. 

Furthermore, having run and won in the previous election increases candidates’ chances of being placed first 

in the ballot in the following election and women who win have higher chances than woman who lose to be 

placed first in the list in the next consecutive election.  

Taking advantage of a ballot reform in four provinces in Argentina, I show that different methods to 

cast a vote have an effect on election outcomes by making some options more accessible or less costly to the 

voter than others. The way electoral alternatives are presented to the voter vary across vote casting systems, 

even when holding constant every other electoral rule. This have an effect on the proportion of split ticket 

voting, blank voting and even on representation such as women and small parties. Where gender bias is at 

work among voters, voting procedures that encourage split ticket voting and blank vote, may play against 

women candidates down the ballot who benefit from coattail effects. Where ballot supply does not depend 

on parties’ availability of resources, small parties compete on a leveled field and may be considered a viable 
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alternative by some voters. Finally, using data from the partial implementation of electronic vote in Brazil I 

show that, by increasing visibility of the candidates, the new voting system increases intraparty fragmentation 

both in the electoral and legislative arenas.  

This research has implications on political representation and the functioning of democracy. If the 

ballot and its features have consequences on electoral outcomes, this would enable the expansion of the 

literature on representation. If the ballot structure, in combination with other electoral rules, can help explain 

how and what people vote, this line of research would be a non-negligible step in the literature of 

representation.  

Given the potential consequences of different procedures on descriptive representation –even under 

similar rules-, this would also have implications on the quality of democracy. While many countries resist 

major electoral change, policy makers may be more willing to undergo ballot design changes to improve 

representation. Electoral engineers could take advantage of minor ballot design changes to maximize issues 

such as representation and accountability, improving the quality of electoral democracy in a given polity. 
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Appendix A | Additional Results on the Effect 

of Candidates’ Physical and Personality Traits on 

Vote Share in Ecuador and El Salvador 

The following tables show how different physical and personality traits other than attractiveness are 

related to candidates vote share in Ecuador and El Salvador. Tables A1.1 to A1.5 show the results for 

Ecuador. While likeable, competent and trustworthy are positively related to proportion of personal vote, as 

anticipated in the results section of this chapter, dominance and maturity are negatively related to vote share. 

The interaction terms for the trait and the position in the ballot are negative for all of the models, suggesting 

that as we move from prime to worse positions in the ballot, candidates’ physical and personality trait become 

a more relevant cue to cast a vote. The sign of the coefficients behaves as expected, while three out of five 

show statistically significant results for most of the models. 
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Table A1.1  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(likeable) and other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 

 

  



 
 

199 

Table A1.2  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(trustworthy) and other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 
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Table A1.3  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(competent) and other ballot information: Ecuador 2013
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Table A1.4  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(dominant) and other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 
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Table A1.5  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(mature) and other ballot information: Ecuador 2013 
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A similar pattern can be found in El Salvador. While most of the traits are positively related to vote share, 

only matureness is negatively related to the proportion of personal vote. The interaction term between trait 

and crowdedness of the list is negative for all of the models, suggesting that the larger the ballot, the less 

relevant is the cue provided by the picture for the voter. Only in the cases of competence and dominance 

some models are statistically significant. 
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Table A1.6  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(likeable) and other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Table A1.7  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(trustworthy) and other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Table A1.8  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(competent) and other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Table A1.9  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(dominant) and other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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Table A1.10  Regression coefficients for proportion of personal votes given candidate trait 

(mature) and other ballot information: El Salvador 2015 
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