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If the European Parliament voting system were changed to an
open-list system, many voters would switch their support from
UKIP to the Conservative party

blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/the-effect-of-changing-the-electoral-system-in-european-parliament-elections/

Britain currently uses a closed-list system for the European Parliament elections, allowing voters only to express
support for parties as a whole. An open-list system would allow a voter to choose a candidate from one of the

mainstream political parties, whilst still expressing her preferences on the European issue through the selection
of a party. Since their exists substantial intra-party diversity, Jack Blumenau, Andy Eggers, Dominik

Hangartner and Simon Hix ask whether voters behave differently if they were able to vote for individual
candidates, rather than political parties as a whole? Through a new survey experiment, they show that if an

open-list system were to be used (as it is in most European countries), then a significant portion of UKIP votes
would end up switching to the Conservative party.

In the 2013 local elections, the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) had its best national performance to
date. UKIP won 26 per cent of the vote in the areas where they competed, thus gaining 139 council seats. It has
been widely suggested in the media that UKIP’s growing support stems from Eurosceptic voters who have
traditionally voted Conservative, but have become disillusioned with the party’s stance on the EU. Many
commentators have predicted that UKIP may go on to win the 2014 European Parliament elections, and early
polls have painted a similar picture (for example, see here and here).

However, a new survey experiment that we’ve
conducted shows that a change in the electoral system
could cause significant differences in party vote shares
in the 2014 election. Specifically, we demonstrate that if
the electoral system allowed voters to express
preferences for individual candidates, and not simply for
political parties (as is the case now), UKIP’s vote share
would decrease markedly, and the Conservative share
would increase. Furthermore, we also show that this
effect is driven by Eurosceptic voters opting to vote for
Conservative candidates, rather than UKIP ones.

The results of this survey experiment are interesting not
only in relation to the forthcoming European elections,
but also more broadly for our understanding of the
impact of electoral rules on voting behaviour.

Context

In European elections, each EU member state is able to select its own electoral system, so long as the system is
a form of proportional representation (PR). There are two main variants used across Europe. The first is ‘closed-
list’ PR, where parties order their candidates on a list, and voters choose between competing parties. Parties are
awarded seats on the basis of how many votes they receive. If a party is awarded one seat, the first candidate
listed for that party wins a seat; if the party is awarded two seats, the first two candidates listed win seats, and so
on. An example of this type ballot is given below.
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The second is ‘open-list’ PR, where voters choose between parties and candidates. Parties in this system are
awarded seats on the basis of how many votes their candidates collectively receive. If a party is awarded one
seat, the candidate from that party who receives the most votes will win a seat; if the party is awarded two seats,
the two candidates from that party who receive the most votes will win seats, and so on. The open-list system,
therefore, allows voters to cast their votes for specific candidates, and not just the party as a whole. This system
is used in a majority of EU countries for European Parliament elections. An example of an open-list ballot is
shown below.
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European elections in Britain are currently conducted under a closed-list system. UKIP has done particularly well
in these elections, coming second in the popular vote in 2009 (the Conservative Party came first). There is little
doubt that anti-European sentiment has been traditionally high in the UK – a fact that has contributed to UKIP’s
success. For example, when we asked respondents to our survey about their views on the EU, 31% identified
themselves as Eurosceptic, and only 18% as pro-EU. The main parties in the UK are generally weakly in favour
of EU membership, meaning that UKIP has been able to stake out a position on a ‘European’ dimension of
political conflict which cuts across the traditional the left-right divide.

However, there are significant divisions over Europe within the main parties. This is particularly noticeable for the
Conservatives, where Eurosceptics and Europhobes represent important factions within the party. This intra-
party diversity provokes an interesting question: would voters behave differently if they were able to vote for
individual candidates, rather than political parties as a whole? An open-list system would allow a voter to choose
a candidate from one of the mainstream political parties, whilst still expressing her preferences on the European
issue. So, a Eurosceptic voter would be able to cast her vote for a Eurosceptic candidate, not simply a
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Eurosceptic party.

Design

To investigate whether voters would behave differently under an open-list system, we implemented a
randomized survey experiment. We are mainly interested in the share of the vote received by each political
party. The ‘treatment’ we administered to participants was the type of ballot they were asked to fill in – an open-
list or a closed-list ballot. Additionally, for some respondents we also provided information about the European
position of the candidates.

Information about candidates’ European views took the form of endorsements from two hypothetical campaign
groups: Britain Out of Europe, which advocates a repatriation of powers to the UK; and Britain In Europe, which
advocates full British involvement in a strong European Union. One candidate from the Conservatives, Labour,
Lib Dems, and Greens was randomly endorsed by Britain Out of Europe while another candidate was randomly
endorsed by Britain in Europe.  All UKIP candidates were endorsed by Britain Out of Europe.

Participants were therefore presented with one of four hypothetical ballot papers for the forthcoming European
Parliament elections:

1. A closed-list ballot, with no additional information

2. A closed-list ballot, with information

3. An open-list ballot, with no additional information

4. An open-list ballot, with information

A representative survey of more than 9,000 respondents cast votes across these ballots. The names on the
ballot papers were hypothetical candidates and were randomly ordered for each separate respondent. By
randomizing the assignment of participants across ballots, we are able to identify a causal effect between ballot-
type and vote choice.

Party Level Effects

The main findings indicate that the effect of ballot type on party vote share is considerable. Figure 1 shows that
under the current voting system – a closed-list system – Labour would win the election with 30% of the vote,
UKIP would come second with 25%, the Conservatives third with 23%, Greens fourth with 12%, and the Lib
Dems last with 10%.

However, if the election were to be held under an open-list system, and voters were informed about the
European views of the candidates, party vote shares would look markedly different. Under this system, Labour
would still win the election, but the Conservative party would be in second place with 28% of the vote – an
increase of five percentage points when compared to the current system. UKIP’s share would drop by six
percentage points to 19%. Although the vote shares of Labour, Lib Dems, and Greens all change slightly
between ballot-types, none of these differences are statistically significant.

Consequently, it seems that if the voting system were changed to an open-list system, many voters would switch
their support from UKIP to the Conservative party. Allowing for within-party competition decreases the support
available for UKIP, and increase the overall vote share for the Conservatives. Indeed, the Conservatives could
beat UKIP and be considerably closer to Labour if the voting system changed from closed- to open-list.
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Individual level effects

We are also able to establish whether the change in aggregate party support does in fact stem from the
behaviour of Eurosceptic voters. Before being presented with the different ballots, participants were asked to
place themselves on a ten-point pro/anti-Europe opinion scale. This allows us to observe which type of voter
changes their behaviour across the different ballots.

Figure 2 shows that when comparing the vote shares for three types of participants – those who are pro-EU,
neutral and Eurosceptic – only the Eurosceptic voters change their voting behaviour significantly when
presented with an open-list ballot. Moving from the current system to an open-list system results in 8% more
Eurosceptic voters supporting the Conservatives, and 16% fewer Eurosceptic voters supporting UKIP. Thus,
these findings show that many Eurosceptic voters would vote Conservative over UKIP if they were given the
option of casting their vote for individual Eurosceptic candidates.
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Conclusion

Our experiment shows that if the electoral system for the European elections in Britain allowed for within-party
competition, support for UKIP would decrease, and the overall vote share for the Conservative party would
increase. The magnitude of this effect is large, and would have real consequences for the distribution of British
seats in the European Parliament.

Thinking more broadly, there are two reasons to expect voting behaviour to differ under different ballot types.
First, open-ballots encourage candidates to compete for votes by increasing their constituency work, delivering
infrastructure projects, and building a strong local profile. This is because candidates are aware that through
these activities they can build their own ‘personal vote’ on the open-list, which improves their election prospects
vis-à-vis their co-partisans. The incentives to do this are much lower in the closed-list system (where no personal
vote is possible), and we should therefore expect different voting outcomes to the extent that candidates engage
in such activities. This phenomenon has been widely studied in the political science literature.

Second, the experiment implemented here shows that the difference between open- and closed-lists also
matters when one party takes an extreme position on an issue that divides other parties. Giving voters the
opportunity to vote for their preferred candidate (not just their preferred party) allows them to vote for a
mainstream party, whilst still enabling them to exercise their preferences on an issue that is orthogonal to the
main dimension of political conflict. Our study therefore shows that preferential voting for candidates can matter
not just for valence issues, but also when voters have information about the differential policy positions of
candidates within political parties.

Note:  This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the British Politics and Policy blog, nor of
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the London School of Economics. Please read our comments policy before posting.
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