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The most original feature of the French Fifth Republic is the use of a two-round system

for both presidential and legislative elections. This article considers the effects of this

electoral system and its development in the first 50 years of the Republic. It distinguishes
between two types of effects: mechanical and psychological. It reviews the theoretical
arguments for each and the available evidence. The authors first specify a series of vote—
seat curves that characterise the mechanical effect, paying particular attention to the
mediating effects of coalitions. They then examine the psychological effect through a
series of tests on coalition formation. The article concludes by noting that much remains
to be learned about the electoral system and its effects in the French Fifth Republic.

The most original feature of the French Fifth Republic is the use of a two-
round system for both presidential and legislative elections. The system is
not exactly the same in the two cases. For presidential elections only the top
two candidates are allowed to run on the second ballot while in legislative
elections one needs the support of at least 12.5 per cent of registered electors
in the first ballot in order to be eligible for the second. But the basic rule in
both elections is that it takes an absolute majority to be elected on the first
ballot and that a second ballot takes place if that condition is not satisfied.

While two-round systems are common for the election of a president
(Blais et al. 1997), they are rare in the case of legislative elections (Blais and
Massicotte 1997). In fact France is the only established democracy with
two rounds for the election of the lower house. This, as we will see, renders
the task of ascertaining the impact of the electoral system particularly
difficult.

We start with a presentation of Duverger’s (1951) somewhat cryptic view
about the effects of two rounds and then of Cox’s (1997) richer theoretical
framework. We distinguish throughout three types of effects: the mechanical
effect (the translation of votes into seats), the psychological effect on parties’
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decisions to enter or not to enter the race, and the psychological effect on
voters’ decisions to support or not to support a party (Blais and Carty
1991). We then briefly review the French party system throughout the Fifth
Republic; review the empirical evidence about each type of effect; and
determine to what extent it is consistent with theoretical expectations.

Theory and Concepts

The starting point is, of course, Duverger. Duverger (1951: 269) asserts that
two rounds, like proportional representation, lead to a multiparty system.
He is not very explicit, however, about the process through which this
consequence emerges. He simply notes that there is no necessity for parties
to merge or coalesce before the first ballot; this can be postponed until after
the first ballot (Duverger 1951: 270). There is no discussion of the
considerations that could induce parties to make deals or voters to desert
parties that have no chance of winning. Duverger simply observes that
multipartism prevails when and where there are two rounds and this must be
so because deals can be made after the first round.

Then there is Cox (1997). Cox argues, contrary to Duverger, that strategic
voting is quite possible in a two-round system. In a runoff system in
particular (where the top two candidates may advance to the second round),
there are two ‘winners’ on the first round. This is equivalent to a district
magnitude of two, and as a consequence there are M + 1, that is, three viable
candidates. According to that logic, supporters of the candidates ranked
fourth and lower should abandon their first choice in favour of one of the
top three candidates. The only difference with the plurality system is that
there are three viable candidates instead of two. Things could be
theoretically different when more than two candidates may be eligible to
run on the second ballot but Cox (1997: 131) notes that the prediction
should be the same because voters have no interest in supporting a candidate
who has no chance of winning on the second round.

Cox makes two additional points. First, he notes that in special
circumstances supporters of the first place candidate (A) may strategically
desert their candidate for a weaker and less preferred one (B) in the first
round, if they are convinced that the first place candidate (A) is certain to
make it to the second round, if there is a close race for second place between
candidates B and C, and if they think A has a better chance of winning in
the second round against B than against C. (We note, of course, that a
candidate can win in the first round by obtaining a majority of the votes).
Cox notes that this is a risky choice (A would not make it to the second
round if abandoned by too many voters) but he does raise the possibility of
strategic desertion of strong candidates. Second, Cox acknowledges that
voting strategically requires more information in two-round systems than in
one-round plurality elections, and he concludes that as a consequence it may
well be relatively infrequent.
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According to Cox, therefore, there should be strategic desertion of weaker
candidates on the first ballot, though probably not a lot, and there might be,
under exceptional circumstances, strategic desertion of stronger candidates.
Strategic desertion should be less frequent in a two-round system than in a
plurality election but it should be less rare than in a PR system (at least a PR
system with high district magnitude).

Duverger and Cox are interested in how the electoral system affects
voters’ and parties’ behaviour. This is what Duverger calls the psychological
effect, which can be further subdivided depending on whether we examine
the parties, which decide the set of options among which voters may choose,
and the voters themselves. And, after the vote, there is the ‘mechanical’
effect, as votes are translated into seats.

The French Party System Over Time

Before looking specifically at each of these three effects, it is useful to
present a broad picture of the French party system under the Fifth Republic.
Table 1 indicates the number of parties that got at least 5 per cent of the vote
at each election, the number of races won in the first round, the number of
effective parties at the constituency level, and the effective number of
electoral and legislative parties in legislative elections.! To determine
whether there is any trend, we computed the means for the elections held
before and after 1980, and among the latter those that took place

TABLE 1
NUMBER OF PARTIES BY ELECTION

Races won in

Year Parties >5% first round, % ENCP ENEP ENLP
1958 7 8.4 4.14 7.29 4.85
1962 7 20.6 3.35 5.38 3.51
1967 5 16.4 3.27 4.79 3.71
1968 5 33.6 3.06 4.42 2.49
1973 5 10.9 3.78 6.04 4.42
1978 4 12.0 3.75 4.96 4.08
1981 4 32.7 2.82 4.08 2.54
1988 5 20.7 3.02 4.39 3.23
1993 5 13.0 4.30 6.84 2.87
1997 6 1.3 4.45 7.01 3.42
2002 3 9.7 3.93 5.15 2.16
2007 3 19.8 3.74 3.37 2.29
Pre-1980 5.50 17.0 3.56 5.48 3.84
Post-1980 4.33 16.2 3.71 5.14 2.75
Non-presidential 5.50 14.5 3.76 5.84 3.67
Presidential 3.75 20.7 3.38 4.25 2.56
Pre-1980, w/o 1958 5.20 18.7 3.44 5.12 3.64
Post-1980, non-presidential 5.50 7.11 4.38 6.93 3.12

Note: The data were provided by Nicolas Sauger, whom we thank (see Sauger 2007, 2009).
ENCP is effective number of constituency parties. ENEP refers to electoral (i.e. national)
parties, and ENLP refers to legislative parties.
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immediately after a presidential election (1981, 1988, 2002, and 2007) and
those that did not. In the earlier period, we also compute means with and
without the first election (1958), which witnessed the highest number of
parties in that period, perhaps a legacy of the former PR system under the
Fourth Republic.

Table 1 shows that there is no clear time trend in the party system. There
appears to be a decline in the number of legislative and electoral parties
post-1980, but no trend at the level of the constituency. Moreover, the gap
between pre- and post-1980 is due in part to the exceptionally high score
registered in 1958, when the effect of the new electoral system may have not
been fully felt, and the particularly low scores observed in legislative
elections that took place right after a presidential contest, which all occurred
in the second half of the period. If we compare the last two rows, where
these ‘exceptional’ elections are excluded, we see little difference. The results
also confirm that legislative elections that are held immediately after a
presidential election produce a reduced number of parties both at the level
of the constituency and at the electoral and legislative level. This is the result
of the president’s party obtaining much greater support, an indication that
most French voters prefer unified government over cohabitation. We note,
as well, that the percentage of races won in the first round appears higher for
elections held concurrently with presidential votes.

Table 2 presents the equivalent figures for presidential elections. There
were initially three or four candidates but their number increased
substantially from 1981 to 2002. The reasons for that increase are not
obvious, especially if we take into account that a similar pattern does not
emerge in the case of legislative elections.

It is also interesting to note that the most recent election witnessed an
important reduction in the number of ‘significant’ candidates. This suggests
that the outcome of the 2002 election, in which the strong fractionalisation
of the vote allowed Le Pen to squeeze in and to make it to the second round,
had a major effect on both parties and voters. It remains to be seen whether
2007 marks a return to ‘normalcy’ (four or five candidates) or not.

TABLE 2
EFFECTIVE NUMBER OF PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES

Year ENEC Candidates >5%
1965 3.06 4
1969 3.32 4
1974 3.14 3
1981 4.85 4
1988 4.74 5
1995 5.94 6
2002 8.66 7
2007 4.70 4
Pre-1980 3.17 3.67

Post-1980 5.78 5.20
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The Mechanical Effect

We start with the mechanical effect, which has to do with the transformation
of votes into seats. The question here is straightforward: how many seats
should a party expect to win with a given vote share? In a purely
proportional system, seat share should equal vote share. A party that gets 10
per cent of the vote would win 10 per cent of the seats. We know that
nowhere is there ‘perfect’ correspondence between seat share and vote share,
even in PR systems. Everywhere there is a bonus for ‘strong’ parties, which
obtain a greater proportion of seats than of votes, though that bonus
decreases with district magnitude and becomes very small in national PR
systems such as in the Netherlands (Rae 1971).

Taagepera (1986; see also Taagepera and Shugart 1989) showed that the
relationship between seats and votes depends on the ratio of (the logarithms
of) the total number of votes and seats, plus district magnitude and the
effective number of parties. Interestingly, no reference is made to the
electoral formula. The implication is that two-round systems should work
similarly to plurality ones, provided that both have single-member districts.

We know that single-member district plurality systems strongly dis-
advantage weak parties. The question is then whether the French two-round
system produces similar, stronger, or weaker biases. A previous comparative
analysis of the seat/vote relationship in France and Britain revealed a
stronger bias in France but it was noted that the seat/vote relationship had a
lower coefficient of determination, suggesting that other unmeasured factors
played a more important role (Blais 2004).

Figure 1 shows a Lowess smoothed seat—vote curve for the 145 parties that
contested the 12 legislative elections under a two-round system since 1958.
Each dot corresponds to a party in a given election and it indicates its vote
(horizontally) and seat (vertically) share. This suggests a slightly quadratic
function, as the curve becomes steeper at 10 per cent of the vote. If we regress
seat share on vote share and include a quadratic term, we get the results
presented in Table 3. Model 1 is linear, and model 2 is quadratic. Model 2
provides a significantly better fit. Table 4 shows predicted seat share for given
vote shares (based on model 2). The median party in our sample gets 10% of
the vote and 5% of the seats. With 20% of the vote a party gets about the same
proportion of seats (18%). But with only 5% of the vote a party is predicted to
gain only a couple of seats (0.5%). At the other extreme, a party that manages
to obtain 40% of the vote should expect to win 62% of the seats. These are
strong biases, in fact slightly stronger than those observed in Britain.

These statistics mask a mediating effect. In every election since 1962, the
two-round system has witnessed a coalition between at least some parties.
While we discuss the motivation and logic of these coalitions in the next
section, we measure their effect here. Presumably parties enter coalitions to
maximise their number of seats, and so we should expect parties that
manage to make deals with others to do better.?
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FIGURE 1
LOWESS SMOOTHED SEAT-VOTE CURVE

Vote-Seat Fit, All Parties
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Table 5 presents the regression of seat share on vote share for two types of
parties, those that were part of a pre-election coalition and parties that were
not. The most striking finding is that the correlation between votes and seats
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is much stronger in the first group, those parties that belong to a coalition.
In that group, as for the whole sample, the relationship is also quadratic.
Below 10 per cent of the vote, parties win very few seats, while they start to
get a bonus when they go over 20 per cent.

For parties which are not in a coalition, the predictions are much less
clear. The best-fit model suggests a linear effect in which seat share is
approximately three-quarters of vote share. This may appear paradoxical
since we would expect large parties to do better. The problem is that the
sample includes very few ‘large’ parties, large parties almost always being
part of a coalition. There is thus a selection bias that must be taken into
account. But these results suggest that among small parties, those that are

TABLE 3
SEAT-VOTE RELATIONSHIP IN LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS
Model 1 (s.e.) p-value Model 2 (s.e.) p-value
Vote 1.31 (0.05) 0.00 0.48 (0.14) 0.00
Vote® 2.84 (0.45) 0.00
Constant —0.00 (0.01) 0.84 —0.03 (0.01) 0.00
N 145 145
Adj. R® 0.81 0.85

Note: LR Test (1 vs 2), X*=35.19, p < 0.00.

TABLE 4
PREDICTED SEAT SHARE BY VOTE SHARE

Vote share (%) Predicted seat share (%)

5 0.5

10 5.0

15 11.0

20 18.4

25 27.2

30 37.4

35 49.0

40 62.0

45 76.5

50 92.4

TABLE 5
SEAT-VOTE RELATIONSHIP IN LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS, COALITIONS
Coalitions (s.e.) p-value No coalition (s.e.) p-value

Vote 0.50 (0.24) 0.04 0.73 (0.11) 0.00
Vote® 2.70 (0.67) 0.00
Constant 0.01 (0.02) 0.71 —0.01 (0.01) 0.23
N 71 74
Adj. R® 0.85 0.37

Note: LR Test (1 vs 2), X*=35.19, p < 0.00.
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part of a coalition do not perform better in terms of seats than those who
make no deals. It would seem that being part of a coalition does not help to
win more seats, at least among small parties.

In short, small parties are systematically underrepresented and large
parties systematically overrepresented in the French two-round system.
From that perspective, the electoral system works very much like the first
past the post. There is an important difference, however. Electoral alliances
are much more frequent in a two-round than in a one-round system. And
the vote/seat relationship is much more predictable for parties that belong to
an alliance. For parties that are not part of a coalition, the link between seat
share and vote share appears, to some extent, to be random. Finally, and
perhaps surprisingly, the evidence suggests that being part of a coalition
does not contribute to winning more seats, at least among small parties

The Psychological Impact on Parties

The parties have three options in each district in a given legislative election:
presenting a candidate on their own, presenting a candidate in an alliance
with other parties, or not presenting a candidate. When there is an alliance,
the alliance may come before or after the first round. From that perspective,
the parties are faced with three decisions in a two-round system: entry or
exit, (if entry) to run alone or in an alliance, and, in the case of alliances, to
make a deal early or late, before or after the first round. We note that these
decisions can be made by local parties or can be directed by the national
parties. We note as well that these coalitions can also involve (or not)
conditions for how the parties will support one another after the election,
how cabinet portfolios might be distributed, etc. Such complex bargains are
beyond the scope of this analysis. Indeed, as we demonstrate below, we do
not know much about even the most basic decisions about coalitions. While
the possible choices of parties are easy to identify, apparently it is not
easy to determine why parties make the choices that they do. A remarkable
gap in the literature on the French Fifth Republic is a systematic theory
on why parties do or do not enter alliances. This lack of theoretical work
has been followed by a lack of empirical work on the choice to enter
alliances.

This is a surprising omission given the frequency of alliances in France. In
her work on pre-electoral coalitions, Golder (2006) finds that for every
possible pairing of parties in 22 countries since 1946, alliances occur in 5.3
per cent. The frequency in the French Fifth Republic is 22.5 per cent. If we
consider the frequency of elections with a pre-election coalition the
difference is equally striking. Golder finds that the percentage of elections
with a pre-electoral coalition present is 27 per cent in majoritarian systems
and 46 per cent in proportional systems. In the French Fifth Republic only
the first election was without alliances.* Below, we review the only work
which we know of on French alliances and then follow with a discussion of
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general theory on pre-electoral alliances. We then test the applicability of
this theory to the French case.

Blais and Indridiason (2007) develop a formal theory of alliance
bargaining and then test it with Green and Socialist electoral coalitions in
the 2002 legislative elections. Their principal focus is on pacts which involve
a joint candidacy, i.e. where one party yields to another on the first ballot in
some constituency. A first ballot pact increases the chances of winning in
two ways. First, it increases a party’s chances of advancing to the second
ballot. Second, it increases the chances of victory if the second ballot contest
is close. While they present hypotheses which are particular to Socialists and
Greens, their work can be generalised to all parties. They hypothesise that
coalitions are more likely if two parties alone cannot reach the second round
but their combined vote is close to the threshold. Second, a common
candidate is more likely when the right and left blocs are close. Third, a
common candidate is more likely in the presence of a strong Front National
(FN) candidate (as this is likely to signal a split right). Fourth, combining
the first and third hypotheses, a common candidate is more likely when the
FN is strong and the combined vote is close to the second-ballot threshold.
They find support for all hypotheses in their empirical analyses.

The paucity of work on pre-electoral alliances or coalitions in France is
mirrored by a paucity of cross-national work. The most significant
undertakings have been those of Golder (2005, 2006). She identifies general
conditions for pre-electoral alliances which are not particular to France or
even two-round elections. She identifies two existing hypotheses. The first
hypothesis states that disproportionality leads to alliances provided there is
a sufficiently large number of parties. This makes intuitive sense, as we
would not expect to see alliances even in a strong plurality system when the
number of parties has already been winnowed down to two or three.
Similarly, we would not expect to see a high frequency of alliances in a
strong proportional system as small parties are not as disadvantaged.

Second, she identifies the signalling hypothesis, of which three variants
exist. All point to the same prediction: ‘Pre-electoral coalitions are more
likely to form when there are a large number of parties’ (Golder 2005: 651).
In her analyses of alliances in 22 countries since 1948, she finds that the first
hypothesis is supported while the second is not. In her second paper, Golder
(2006) then develops five new hypotheses. First, she states, as the ideological
distance between potential partners increases alliances become less likely.
Second, the probability of alliances first increases with the expected size of
the alliance but then decreases as the alliance becomes too large. Third, she
argues that a coalition becomes less likely as asymmetry between the parties
increases. Fourth, she contends that in disproportional systems party system
polarisation increases the probability of alliances. Finally, she predicts that
increases in disproportionality should increase the probability of alliances,
particularly when the party system is polarised. Using the same data as in
her 2005 paper, she finds that all of these hypotheses are supported. It is not
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clear, however, whether these hypotheses hold in the case of France. Indeed,
the exceptional nature of the two-round system in France compels us to
isolate this case and test its effects specifically.

Of Golder’s five hypotheses, four can be tested within France. The fifth,
which depends on an increase in the disproportionality of the electoral
system, cannot easily be tested within France, as the elections considered all
occurred under the same electoral system, and changes in disproportionality
in this system are likely to be a result of changes in coalition formation. As
such, we proceed with a test using Golder’s data, which excludes the 2002
and 2007 elections.

Golder’s data consist of dyadic observations between all parties in French
elections between 1946 and 1998 (which we censor at 1958). Because the data
consist of every possible coalition pairing between every possible party, the
number of observations is sufficiently large (182). Golder’s data also provides
key independent variables. Ideological Incompatibility measures the ideolo-
gical distance between parties (from —100 to 100) according to evaluations of
the Manifesto Research Group. Polarisation is an election-wide variable
measuring the absolute ideological distance between the largest left-wing and
right-wing parties. The size of the potential coalition between two parties is
measured by Coalition Size, which is the percentage of total seats won by the
two parties in the dyad in the previous election. The Asymmetry of the
potential coalition is the difference in seat shares between the two parties.

Following Golder (2006: 201), we specify a probit model where the
dependent variable measures ‘the underlying propensity of party leaders in a
dyad to form a pre-electoral coalition’. The functional form of the model is
the same. Table 6 presents our results, with Model 1 being a random effect
probit and Model 2 being a standard probit with robust standard errors. As
can be seen, the determinants of a coalition in France do not match Golder’s
more general predictions. Polarisation has no effect, and neither does
asymmetry. And while ideological incompatibility performs as expected, the
potential size of a coalition differs from Golder’s expectations. As the
potential coalition size increases the probability of coalition decreases.

TABLE 6
DETERMINANTS OF PRE-ELECTORAL COALITIONS IN FRANCE
(GOLDER DATA)

Model 1 (s.e.) p-value Model 2 (r.s.e.) p-value

Ideological incompatibility —0.02 (0.01) 0.00 —0.02 (0.01) 0.00
Polarisation 0.01 (0.01) 0.25 0.01 (0.01) 0.43
Coalition size —0.07 (0.04) 0.08 —0.05 (0.04) 0.10
Coalition size squared 0.00 (0.00) 0.02 0.00 (0.00) 0.05
Asymmetry —0.01 (0.98) 0.99 —0.15 (1.07) 0.89
Asymmetry * Seat Share 0.01 (0.03) 0.68 0.01 (0.03) 0.64
Constant 0.23 (1.02) 0.82 0.27 (1.06) 0.80
N 142 142

Pseudo R* 0.11 na
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However, the probability begins to increase as the coalition size increases
beyond a certain threshold. This probably reflects the greater likelihood of
alliances between large and small parties rather than coalitions between
small parties.

Taken together, these results suggest that alliance formation in France
remains distinctly different from that in other electoral systems. Accord-
ingly, the puzzle remains of the nature and extent of the psychological effect
of the two-round electoral system on parties.

The Psychological Effect on Voters: Strategic Voting

The psychological effect of the electoral system is manifest not only through
the decision of parties to join together in alliances or to exit entirely. It is
also manifest through the decision of voters to cast their ballots
strategically. Despite the clear intuition that voters should vote strategically
in a two-round system, there is still scant extant work demonstrating this
apparent fact. We first review the logic of strategic voting in a two-round
system and then review two key studies on its prominence.

As outlined above, Cox articulates two scenarios by which voters may face
incentives to vote strategically in a two-round system. In the first instance,
voters who prefer a party which is not strong enough to reach the second
round will abandon this party to vote for a party which has better chances of
passing this threshold. This generally results in M + 1 ‘viable’ candidates. In
the case of presidential elections, this equals 3. In the case of legislative
elections, it will very exceptionally equal 4, but most often equals 3.

In the second scenario, voters whose preferred party is certain to be in the
second round may vote for another party against which they feel that their
preferred candidate would have a greater chance of winning. To use Cox’s
example, assume an individual prefers candidate A to B to C, and that s/he
believes that the support in the population for these candidates is in the
same order. If s/he is convinced that candidate A has sufficient support to
pass onto the second round then s/he may vote for candidate C, as a second-
round match-up between these two candidates would increase the chances of
candidate A winning.

Blais adds a third strategic voting scenario, especially in the context of
presidential elections. As in Cox’s second example, assume that a voter is
confident that the preferred candidate has sufficient support to reach the
second round. This voter may wish to alter a policy position of the preferred
candidate. One way to do so is to lend the first-round vote to a candidate
whose position on some policy dimension is closer to the voter’s own. By
increasing the prominence of this candidate (but not affecting the likely
second-round pairing), a voter can see their preferred candidate win with a
possibly altered policy position. Such a signalling possibility has also been
explored theoretically by Piketty (2000), who finds that a two-round system
is preferred to a one-round system for such communication to politicians.
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What is the evidence for strategic voting in French elections? Unfortu-
nately, the extant evidence is rather scarce. We highlight two recent studies
of particular interest. The first (Blais 2004) tests for the prevalence of
strategic voting in the 2002 French presidential election. Using a public
opinion survey, Blais first tests for classical strategic voting where a weak
candidate is abandoned for a less preferred candidate with greater chances
of winning. He finds that the degree of this type of strategic voting is
actually quite low. Just 1 per cent of voters meet the condition of voting for
a non-preferred candidate because they feel that their candidate has
insufficient chances of winning the election. He then tests for signalling
strategic voting, in which voters vote for a non-preferred candidate because
they are certain that their preferred candidate will be on the second ballot
and they wish to send a signal about their policy preferences. He finds that
8.5 per cent of the electorate voted in this strategic fashion. In the context of
the 2002 French presidential election, the consequences of this were
significant. Indeed, if the survey estimates are correct then this type of
strategic voting alone was sufficient to push Jean-Marie Le Pen into the
second round and Lionel Jospin into retirement. Had voters cast sincere
votes the result would have been a second-round ballot between Jospin and
Chirac and most certainly a closer final result.

In addition to Blais, a recent work by Dolez, Dubois and Laurent (2007)
examines the prevalence of strategic voting in two-round versus single-
member plurality elections. They use two methods to measure this
prevalence. First, they conducted a survey during the most recent French
election in which they asked voters who their first three preferences were and
how they intended to vote. They then asked them how they would vote if
there was only one round, as in a single-member plurality environment. They
find a reduction in the effective number of candidates from 4.4 to 3.8. This
suggests that the psychological effect of single-member plurality systems has
a greater reduction effect than in a two-round system. This winnowing was to
the distinct advantage of the three principal candidates, whose combined
vote climbs some 11 percentage points. And it is to the distinct disadvantage
of the fourth-place candidate, Le Pen, whose vote drops by 7 percentage
points. While these estimates seem high and while the relative winnowing of
the vote for a fourth-place candidate (in two-round versus one-round
elections) is contrary to theoretical expectations, they do at least raise the
possibility of significant strategic voting in a two-round system.

They also present the results of 11 laboratory experiments in which
groups of voters were assigned positions on a left-right scale and presented
with hypothetical candidate positions. The utility of voters was a function of
how close the eventual winning candidate was to the voter’s ideal position.
The subjects participated in several such elections under both single-member
plurality and two-round rules. They similarly find a reduction in the number
of effective parties, though the effect is smaller (from 3.9 to 3.6). They
find that strategic voting is more to the benefit of centrist candidates in a
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single-member plurality system than in a two-round system. And, finally,
they find a greater incidence of sincere voting in a two-round system.

Taken together, these results suggest that strategic voting plays a role in a
two-round electoral system. Indeed, strategic voting may be more common
in a two-round system. Despite its frequency, however, strategic voting
probably has weaker effects than in a plurality system, as it as much about
influencing the positions of strong parties as it as about reducing the number
of parties effectively competing in the system.

Conclusion

France’s two-round electoral system is rather exceptional, especially in its
use in legislative elections. This exceptionality is the most likely explanation
for the lack of both empirical and theoretical work on its effects.

The aspect of the electoral system that is best understood is clearly the
mechanical effect. On that score, the two-round system appears quite similar
to what is observed on single-member district systems: large parties are
strongly advantaged to the detriment of small ones.

The aspect that remains the most nebulous concerns the psychological
impact on parties. This is quite unfortunate as Golder’s work (2005, 2006)
shows that it is in France that electoral alliances are most frequent. The
literature provides some explanation for this frequency, that is, the presence
of many parties in a very disproportional system. But we still know very
little about the factors that facilitate or hinder the formation of specific
alliances, and precious little about the incentives for making a deal before or
after the first round.

The study of strategic voting is recent but the existing research shows that
there is probably as much strategic voting in a two-round system as in
single-member plurality system but that its nature is different and more
varied. The signalling variety, in particular, appears at least as important as
strategic desertion of weak candidates. As a consequence, strategic voting
does not contribute to a reduction of the number of parties or candidates.

Perhaps the most perplexing question that remains is the following: how
can we explain that there are so many small parties in France, given that
there is such a strong bias against them (the mechanical impact) and that
making alliances does not appear to help them win more seats?

At least three possible answers can be offered. First, it could be that some
of these parties may not seek to maximise their seats. Blais and Indridason
(2007), for example, suggest that the Green party may be concerned with
maximising vote share in order to get more public funding (see also Clift and
Fisher 2005). If parties choose a motivation beyond winning seats, then it is
difficult to expect the electoral system to influence their behaviour in the
intended fashion. Second, it might be the combined presence of presidential
and legislative elections, both of which using a two-round system, that
facilitates the survival and emergence of small parties and/or encourages the
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efforts of political entrepreneurs (see Parodi 1997). Indeed, if presidential
hopefuls can use small parties as a launching pad for their candidacies, or
vice versa, then we should expect the coexistence of these elections to
continue to mediate the effects of the electoral system. Third, one should
perhaps take into account the existence of a PR system for European
elections, which may encourage some of the smaller parties to be more
patient. After all, parties that can sustain themselves through the seats won
in supra-national elections are perhaps less challenged by the psychological
constraints of the two-round system. Further research, and perhaps another
50 years, may provide an answer.
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Notes

1. Throughout the paper we exclude the 1986 election, which was exceptionally held under PR.

2. We rely here on Golder’s (2005, 2006) data.

3. We have also performed separate vote—seat regressions for parties of the right and left
(excluding the far right). We find no difference in the curves, both of which return an
insignificant coefficient for the linear term and a significant coefficient for the square term.

4. While it is possible for parties to form coalitions after the first round, we do not have
sufficient data to test this. We are inclined, however, to think it is a rare occurrence.
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