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ABSTRACT 

The academic literature has long acknowledged that electoral rules have important 

consequences for voter attitudes and behaviour. However, few studies have analysed 

these consequences in comparative perspective, while no detailed, cross-time analysis 

has been conducted on the attitudinal and behavioural impact of Australia’s unique 

institutional milieu. Composed of a bicameral parliament that uses preferential voting 

system in the lower house, and a single transferable vote form of proportional 

representation in the upper house, the Australian system also involves compulsory 

voting – all eligible citizens being required to attend the polls. Of the relative few 

studies that have cast light on the effect of this electoral context, most focus on a single 

pattern of electoral behaviour, are based on a limited sample of election studies, or were 

undertaken between 10 and 20 years ago. No study has pursued an in-depth, 

longitudinal analysis of the influence of Australia’s electoral environment on voter 

attitudes and behaviour. An evaluation of the connection between Australian voters and 

their political context that is able to transcend election-specific factors requires a larger 

study that examines several patterns of electoral behaviour across multiple elections. 

This study systematically examines the influence of electoral rules on voter 

attitudes and behaviour using data from eight separate Australian election studies across 

a period of 20 years. It re-examines American and British minor party, economic and 

leader-oriented models of voting in the context of Australian electoral rules. To 

highlight the influence of Australian electoral rules, it compares and contrasts the 

Australian findings for these three patterns of electoral behaviour with long accepted 

published results in the United States and Great Britain. In discussing these American 

and British patterns of electoral behaviour, this study also seeks to show the ways in 

which they reflect the plurality and voluntary voting frameworks of their origins – a 

nexus largely ignored in the literature. 
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This thesis not only extends our knowledge of electoral politics in Australia, but 

also expands our more general understanding of the impact of electoral rules on voter 

attitudes and behaviour. It makes three main overarching conclusions. First, the unique 

structural opportunities provided to voters by the Australian system ensure distinctive 

patterns of minor party, economic, and leader-oriented voting. Second, most established 

American and British models and patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour reflect 

system-specific assumptions that voters have few viable alternatives other than to vote 

for one of the major parties or abstain – resulting in these models having limited utility 

in non-majoritarian contexts, despite their precepts regularly being couched in 

generalised language. Third, and most broadly, electoral rules matter – voters respond in 

different ways to different electoral rules, even within a single political system. Models 

of voter attitudes and behaviour would benefit from acknowledging the impact of these 

institutional rules. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Electoral rules matter. Elections provide opportunities for citizen participation in the 

political process, operating as a means for the public to elect representatives and to 

decide who governs, while affording voters the ability to express their political 

preferences and priorities. In this process, electoral rules serve as a critical nexus 

between voters and political institutions. The choice of one set of electoral rules over 

another makes a significant difference to party systems, government formation, political 

representation and, by extension, voters’ attitudes and behaviour. In this way, Lijphart 

argues (1994, 1), electoral rules are ‘the most fundamental element of representative 

democracy’. 

Electoral rules’ most obvious effects have been identified with respect to the 

landscape of party competition (Carter and Farrell 2010; Farrell 2001; Gallagher and 

Mitchell 2008; Lijphart 1994; Taagepera and Shugart 1989; Rae 1971). Here, electoral 

rules have been shown to have a variety of effects on the translation of votes into seats, 

with some electoral systems yielding relatively proportional results, and others 

producing more disproportional outcomes. By over- and under-representing parties, 

electoral systems affect the number of parties contained within their bounds: 

majoritarian or non-proportional systems tend to restrict the number of viable, 

competitive parties, while proportional systems are much more conducive to a 

proliferation of parties that represent a larger number of political sentiments in the 

electorate. In this way, electoral rules determine whether voters secure an electoral 

reward for their vote, in the form of electing a candidate to office, or are punished by 

casting a wasted vote for a non-viable candidate. Electoral rules also establish the 

breadth of the ideological grounds on which political parties compete (Cox 1990; 

Farrell 1996; Katz 1980; Norris 2004). Parties are more diffuse in their appeals to the 

electorate in proportional systems, as they do not need a minimum plurality of votes to 
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win representation. In majoritarian systems, parties appeal to broad electoral coalitions 

whose support is needed to win seats in a system that imposes high electoral thresholds 

on its competitors.  

Electoral rules have also been shown to influence the nature of government 

formation – whether the system leads to coalition or single-party government (Gallagher 

and Mitchell 2008; Katz 1997; Lijphart 1990; Powell 2000). Proportional systems 

promote coalition governments as they engender a larger number of parties, while 

single-member district majoritarian systems promote support for relatively few parties 

and tend to forge single-party government. The voters’ ability to identify and select 

between viable party alternatives is also affected by the electoral system. As coalition 

governments are typically decided after the election through negotiation and deal 

making, voters have less control over the composition of the government in their 

selection of party choices. In contrast, by and large, voters in majoritarian systems 

choose a single-party government from between two major party alternatives, thereby 

making voters’ choice clear and their deliberations easier. 

Electoral system rules also have consequences for representation. The 

responsiveness of politicians and their representative orientation are tied to electoral 

rules as different systems provide distinctively different degrees of electoral 

accountability (Carter and Farrell 2010; Farrell 2001; Gallagher and Mitchell 2008; 

Norris 2004). In some systems, politicians may be non-responsive to citizen demands, 

as their election is almost entirely dependent upon support from party candidate 

selectors. Candidates in other systems, such as single-member majoritarian systems, 

place a greater emphasis on constituency-related service, voters responding by giving 

them a stronger personal vote. Similarly, electoral systems have implications for 

democratic governance, with majoritarian systems leading to the implementation of 

majority will, and proportional systems encouraging greater responsiveness to a broad-
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based electoral coalition (Powell 2000). Electoral systems also create differences in the 

degree to which representative bodies closely echo the social and political composition 

of the electorate (Farrell 2001; Gallagher and Mitchell 2008; Norris 2004). The 

representation of women and minorities is generally higher in proportional systems than 

majoritarian systems as they provide greater scope for a number and range of candidates 

to win elected office. 

Thus, in a fundamental sense, electoral rules can also be seen as creating the 

basic framework for voter participation in elections. As Miller and Niemi (2002, 183) 

note, ‘different electoral systems offer different numbers of votes, and count them in 

different ways – which may either widen or narrow the range of effective choice’. Put 

differently, electoral rules supply electoral choices and provide incentives and 

disincentives to pursue those alternatives – some options that are viable in one system 

will not necessarily be viable in another. Thus, because voters operate within their 

constraints, electoral rules have fundamental effects on voters’ overall participation in 

elections and the decision-making requirements of representative democracy. As Dalton 

and Anderson (2011, 28) argue, ‘the characteristics of political choices and the structure 

of the institutional context affect whether and how individuals participate in elections’.1 

In short, electoral rules structure political engagement itself and the assessments voters 

use in their decision-making process. For political scientists to make sense of voters’ 

choices and preferences, then, requires an understanding of the electoral framework 

within which their electoral evaluations and decisions were made. 

However, despite the important and widely understood consequences of 

electoral rules for voters’ electoral attitudes and behaviour, models of electoral 

                                                
1 At this point, an issue of terminology must be addressed. Electoral rules may refer to any number of 
facets of the conduct of elections. For the purposes of this thesis, electoral rules are taken to be composed 
of the electoral system, including whether voting and registration is compulsory or voluntary. The 
electoral system refers to mechanisms responsible, firstly, for translating votes into seats – the ballot 
structure, the electoral threshold, the electoral formula, and the district magnitude – and, secondly, for the 
way that citizens cast their votes, whether for candidates or parties. 
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behaviour have largely failed to integrate the influence of electoral system rules and the 

wider institutional milieu in which they were conceived. Though the United States and 

Great Britain are the source of many of the key explanations and theories of voter 

behaviour, most of the models of electoral behaviour developed in the these two 

countries ignore the influence of American and British voting frameworks.2 For 

example, the party identification model, which is the dominant theory of voter 

behaviour research, ‘focused attention on the actions of citizens as autonomous 

individuals whose group memberships and social contexts were conceptualised as being 

experienced individually rather than structurally’ (Anderson 2009, 316). Given the 

distinctive influences of various electoral systems’ rules, models of voter attitudes and 

behaviour developed in the United States and Great Britain may be less relevant in 

alternative contexts, or at minimum, are likely to have different effects manifested in 

different ways across different systems.3 As Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus (1996, 7) 

observe, most of the ‘standard theories of American voting behavior’ focus on voters’ 

choice ‘between the Democrat and the Republican, or between the incumbent and his 

challenger. These theories may be less applicable in a multi-candidate election in which 

voters must choose among three or more names’. In short, though many American and 

British studies purport to discuss universal patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour, the 

vast majority fail adequately to acknowledge and integrate in their analyses the 

influence of those countries’ plurality and voluntary electoral rules on voter sensibilities 

and actions. 

                                                
2 These problems are largely the result of the single nation research design used by most American and 
British studies. As Norris (2004, 23) argues, ‘the literature of voting behavior based on single-nation 
election studies ... focuses upon individual-level attitudes and behaviors, necessarily taking for granted 
the context of electoral rules and the broader constitutional arrangements that operate within each 
country’. 
3 A few studies in other nations have noted the structuring role of electoral rules on votes, but scarcely 
any of these studies have highlighted their influence in a systematic way. Most simply apply American 
and British models to assess their applicability to a given country but not variations in patterns of effects. 
As Anderson (2009, 316) contends, ‘a proliferation of single-country studies were theoretically and 
empirically focused on psychological concepts like partisanship ... and were intended to probe a concept’s 
usefulness within a particular country context rather than to model its variability across countries’. 
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This thesis aims to cast new light on the effect of electoral rules on voter 

engagement with the political process and on the decision-making cues people use to 

inform their votes. To do so, it focuses on three of the most important American and 

British models of electoral behaviour today – minor party, economic, and leader-

oriented voting. Its central analytic endeavours are the systematic re-examination of 

these three American and British models across multiple elections in the context of 

Australia’s unique national political system – composed of a bicameral parliament, a 

compulsion of citizens to attend the polls, and the use of the Alternative Vote (AV) in 

the House of Representatives and Single Transferable Vote form of Proportional 

Representation (STV-PR) in the Senate – and the assessment of the impact of 

Australia’s unique electoral rules on these models’ explanations of voter attitudes and 

behaviour. Before elaborating on this Australian re-examination, in order to establish 

the original analytic contribution of this thesis it is important to provide a brief 

overview of prior research. This overview commences with a review and critique of the 

relative few cross-national studies that point to some of the generalised effects of 

electoral rules on patterns of minor party voting, economic voting, and leader-oriented 

voting. The focus then shifts to the weakness of existing Australian research and the 

need for a more detailed exploration into electoral rules and voters in Australia, before 

concluding with an overview of the thesis’ chapters and analytic structure. 

 

Comparative studies of electoral rules and voters 

 

While most American and British models of electoral behaviour do not specifically 

integrate the effects of electoral rules in their analytic formulations, some existing cross-

national and cross-time studies have pointed to a number of important consequences of 

various types of institutional milieu for those patterns of electoral behaviour that are the 
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focus of this thesis – minor party, economic, and leader-oriented voting. This section 

will detail the deficiencies of these studies and the need for further research. As we will 

see, these studies analyse the influence of electoral rules in the broadest possible terms, 

and largely gloss over their finer and more specific effects. 

Some of these studies point to the effect of electoral rules on minor party voting. 

They show that majoritarian and proportional electoral systems have sharply disparate 

effects on the viability of political preferences by affecting whether a given candidate or 

party will secure electoral victory, thereby creating incentives for voters to select one 

party over another (see, for instance, Blais and Carty 1991; Blais and Massicotte 2002; 

Duverger 1954; Farrell 2001; Katz 1997; Lijphart 1994; Norris 2004, ch. 2; Rae 1971). 

Majoritarian systems tend to engender two viable, centrist parties, which serves to 

constrain voters’ political alternatives and affect the psychology of voting for small 

parties. Because small parties rarely secure electoral victory in majoritarian systems, 

they tend to garner less support. By contrast, because proportional systems encourage 

multiple parties, voters tend to respond by casting minor party votes in greater numbers. 

Though the analytic focus of these studies involves the identification of the general 

structural effects of different electoral systems for minor party voting, they regularly 

neglect the more specific effects of a given electoral context. At the same time, these 

studies do not point to systemic differences in minor party support within a single 

country, nor the effects of a given set of electoral rules on attitudes towards third 

parties. 

 Another area of electoral behaviour focused on in this thesis that has been 

broadly sketched in terms of electoral system effects is economic voting. The general 

influence of various institutional frameworks on voters’ willingness to reward or punish 

governments for their economic management has been identified in a number of studies 

(see Anderson 2000; Anderson 2006; Anderson 2007b; Dorussen 2002; Duch and 
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Stevenson 2006; Duch and Stevenson 2008; Lewis-Beck 1986; Lewis-Beck 1988; 

Nadeau, Niemi and Yoshinaka 2002; Nishizawa 2007; Powell and Whitten 1993; 

Royed, Leyden and Borrelli 2000; Rudolph 2003; van der Brug, van der Eijk and 

Franklin 2007; Whitten and Palmer 1999). As Anderson (2007a, 600) remarks, ‘the 

impact of voters’ motivations to reward and punish … is contingent on political 

structures … [and] the relationship between the state of the economy and voter behavior 

is highly conditional’. These studies have generally shown that proportional electoral 

systems engender a larger number of parties, which creates greater uncertainty in voter 

assessments of alternatives to the incumbent government and reduces the likelihood that 

voters will remove incumbents from office during bad economic times. Economic 

voting is stronger in majoritarian systems as voter assessments of their choices and 

economic responsibility is much simpler with only two viable major parties that 

alternate in and out of power. These prior studies, by and large, only point to basic 

systemic variations in economic voting by governmental forms, which means that the 

more specific influences of a given country’s institutional milieu on economic voting is 

under researched. 

The influence of electoral rules is also considered in a number of studies of 

leader-oriented voting. Leader assessments have been shown to take specific forms in 

different systems because the rules that frame elections determine whether leaders are 

important or tangential for both voter decision-making and electoral outcomes. 

However, as with other areas of research, these studies have only focused on 

institutional effects on leader-oriented voting in the broadest sense. They show that 

leader effects are more common in presidential and semi-presidential systems than in 

parliamentary democracies because voters in presidential systems cast their ballot 

directly for the leader, while, in parliamentary systems, the prime minister and 

opposition leader are elected indirectly and obtain office through a vote formally 
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directed to a party or a district candidate (Barisione 2009, 475-477; Curtice 2003; 

Curtice and Blais 2001; Curtice and Hunjan 2006; McAllister 1996; McAllister 2007; 

Mughan 1995; Tverdova 2011).4 The literature also shows a tendency towards greater 

attention being given to the major party leaders by voters in majoritarian electoral 

systems because voters are given a clear choice between two viable major party 

alternatives and their leaders. In contrast, there are weaker leader effects in multi-party 

proportional systems, as voters do not typically know who will be the head of 

government until after post-election bargaining (Barisione 2009, 475-477; Curtice 2003; 

Curtice and Blais 2001; Curtice and Holmberg 2004; Curtice and Hunjan 2006; 

McAllister 1996; McAllister 2007; Tverdova 2011). As the existing studies of the 

influence of electoral systems rules on leader-oriented voting are largely general in 

nature, there remain significant and important gaps in the scholarly literature.5 This 

study seeks to contribute to this previously under developed area of research by 

conducting a detailed analysis of the influence of leader assessments on voting from an 

Australian political system, which forces those with the lowest levels of political 

interest, awareness, and engagement to participate in elections, thereby raising the 

possibility of distinctive effects with important theoretical implications for our 

understanding of the model and its assumptions. 

Finally, the choice of electoral rules – majoritarian or proportional and voluntary 

or compulsory – has been shown to transform the relative weight of the costs and 

benefits of electoral participation, prompting some voters to consider whether to vote at 

all (Blais and Aarts 2006; Blais and Carty 1990; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Franklin 

1996; Ladner and Milner 1999; Jackman 1987; Jackman and Miller 1995; Powell 1980; 

                                                
4 Another point of terminology must be addressed. The term ‘party leaders’ is used to refer to party 
leaders in parliamentary systems, but also to US presidential candidates. 
5 One significant area requiring additional research ‘concerns the individual moderators of the 
phenomenon, i.e. the variables that seem likely to reduce or enhance the impact of the leader factor on 
voters’ choice’ (Barisone 2009, 484). Put differently, there is little prior research into the differential 
reliance on leader effects for different types of voters. 
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Powell 1986). On the one hand, proportional representation encourages turnout because 

voters are more likely to feel their votes contribute to the election of a winning 

candidate. On the other hand, because voters must assess a larger range of parties, while 

their votes are less efficacious in determining who governs, proportional representation 

may prompt declines in turnout. At the same time, compulsory voting requirements 

have been shown to strongly encourage voter turnout vis-à-vis voluntary system as they 

typically impose a penalty on abstention. However, the literature is incomplete as it 

largely ignores the effect that the forced participation of a significant percentage of 

voters who do not vote in voluntary systems has on a variety of patterns of voter 

attitudes and behaviour, especially on minor party, economic, and leader-oriented 

voting. 

In short, several cross-national studies have pointed to the effect of institutional 

milieu on patterns of minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting, and the 

influence of compulsory and voluntary voting laws on voter turnout. However, these 

studies tend only to provide an account of generalised patterns and not the specific 

effects of a given electoral context. To further understand the influence of electoral 

rules on voter attitudes and behaviour what is needed is to ‘look to a finer-grained 

institutional analysis – one that takes account of seemingly small differences in rules 

that may turn out to be quite consequential’ (Bowler and Grofman 2000, 8). The 

examination of the nexus between electoral rules and these patterns of electoral 

behaviour across multiple elections in a single nation study of Australia, but with 

analytic and theoretical cross-national comparisons, has the potential to uncover 

important new insights into the effects of electoral rules on voter attitudes and 

behaviour. 
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Australian studies of electoral rules and voters 

 

This section details the state of research into the influence of Australia’s unique political 

system on voter attitudes and behaviour. It shows that the existing Australian literature 

primarily affords insights into the types of electoral choices people make, and the 

attitudes, values, and loyalties that motivate them. Only a handful of studies have 

demonstrated the ways that Australia’s unique national political system affects 

individuals’ electoral decision-making and participation. Of these studies, nearly all 

focus on the influence of electoral rules on a single pattern of electoral behaviour in a 

single election. Most of these studies were undertaken between 10 and 20 years ago, 

and only tangentially explore the impact of electoral rules on voters’ political 

evaluations and decision-making. As we will see, no prior Australian studies have 

brought to the forefront of their analysis the ways in which Australia’s electoral 

environment fashions voter attitudes and behaviour more generally, nor has a single 

study of the effect of institutions in Australia been conducted vis-à-vis the consequences 

for a variety of voting behaviour models. 

Aitkin (1982) and McAllister (1992) conducted the only major cross-time 

studies examining the explanatory power of several models of voter behaviour. A more 

recent study by McAllister (2011b) examines changes in Australian voter behaviour 

across the last 50 years. However, none of these larger studies focuses explicitly on the 

role of electoral rules in the explanatory logic of the American and British models of 

voter behavior that predominate in these analyses. 

The influence of Australian electoral rules has attracted some attention in the 

minor party voting scholarship. Several single election studies analyse support for the 

Australian Democrats (Bean 1997b; Forrest 1995; Marks and Bean 1992; McAllister 

1982), and Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party (Bean 2000; Goot 1998; Goot and 
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Watson 2001). These studies do acknowledge the role of the lower house majoritarian 

system in entrenching the major parties and ensuring that support for minor parties 

remains a vote of disillusionment with the major parties. However, the primary 

analytical focus of these studies is to explain specific minor parties’ non-distinct and 

issue-based support. While they do also recognise the opportunities that the Senate’s 

proportional system provides to minor parties to win seats, they largely fail to 

acknowledge its influence on patterns of minor party support. Two additional studies of 

several elections also acknowledge the differential constraints of the House of 

Representatives and Senate electoral systems and do so in studies of general patterns of 

minor party support, but both are now over 10 years old. Bean and Papadakis (1995) 

analysed minor party support between 1987 and 1993. Denemark and Bowler (2002) 

analysed models of minor party voting in House of Representatives and the Senate at 

the 1998 Australian federal election. A single study, which analyses third-party voting 

in Canada, Britain and Australia, shows that compulsory voting laws increase the 

impact of political disaffection on minor party voting (Belanger 2004). Another study 

that examines the influence of Australia’s different electoral rules for House and Senate 

voting is Bowler and Denemark (1993), which shows higher levels of minor party 

voting in the Australian Senate than the House of Representatives, and finds that a small 

minority of voters are sufficiently aware of the differential viability of minor party 

candidates in the two houses to cast their votes strategically. In short, only in rare cases 

have scholars sufficiently acknowledged the influence of electoral rules in establishing 

patterns of minor party voting in Australia. By and large, then, the analysis of minor 

party voting in Australia is either focused on explaining support for a single minor 

party, limited to a relative few elections, or quite dated in terms of its assessments. 

The connection between Australian electoral rules and voter attitudes and 

behaviour can also be seen in a handful of studies of economic voting. The effect of 
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economic conditions on voting and electoral outcomes in Australia has been the 

exclusive focus of a handful of studies (see Cameron and Crosby 2000; Gow 1990; 

Leigh and McLeish 2009; McAllister and Bean 2000; Western and Tranter 2001; 

Wolfers and Leigh 2002). A few other studies have sought to place Australian patterns 

in comparative perspective and concluded that economic voting in Australia is relatively 

weak compared with other democracies (Jackman and Marks 1994; Leigh and Wolfers 

2006; Mughan 1987). It is only Jackman and Marks (1994) and Gow (1990), however, 

who have made the case that economic voting in Australia may well reflect the impact 

of electoral rules. Jackman and Marks’s (1994) analysis of Australian federal elections 

from 1949 to 1993 speculates that weak economic effects on the vote are due to the 

least informed individuals having to vote in Australia. The participation of poorly 

informed voters results in party identification tending to dominate vote choice more in 

Australia than in other democracies. Gow (1990) examines economic voting at the 1990 

election, and shows that preferential voting allowed voters to vent their economic 

grievances by apportioning their preferences to the Coalition, the Australian Democrats, 

Green candidates and various other minor parties. Some of those who harboured 

economic grievances are argued to have signalled their dissatisfaction with the 

government by voting for a minor party with their first preference, and giving the 

government their second preference (Gow 1990, 70). The result, Gow argues, is an 

obscuring of anti-incumbent sentiments in the aggregate outcomes, as a number of 

government MPs were returned to office on preferences, despite the poor economic 

conditions at the time. In short, while several studies have examined economic voting in 

Australia, only a couple of investigations conducted almost twenty years ago address 

the influence of electoral rules on patterns of economic voting and one of these studies 

highlights the effect of electoral rules in the context of only a single election. 
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Several scholars have also focused attention on assessments of party leaders, 

arguing that they have an increasingly significant influence on electoral behaviour in 

Australia (Bean and Mughan 1989; Bean 1993; Bean 2003; Denemark, Ward and Bean 

2011; McAllister 1992, 187-191, 195-196; McAllister 2011b, ch. 9; Senior and van 

Onselen 2008). Many Australians rely on a well-defined set of performance-relevant 

evaluations of leaders in determining their political preferences – evaluations that are 

akin to those used by voters in other countries such as the United States, Great Britain 

and Sweden (Bean and Mughan 1989; Bean 1993; Ohr and Oscarsson 2003). Most of 

these studies recognise the difference between presidential and parliamentary systems 

and the implications Australia’s parliamentary system has for limiting the magnitude of 

leader effects on voter behaviour and the form of leader assessments. Yet, none focus 

on the ways in which patterns of leader-oriented voting in Australia reflect its electoral 

context, composed of preferential voting, upper house proportional representation and 

compulsory voting laws. 

Turnout has been shown to be affected by electoral rules, as it gets a boost from 

compulsory voting (Bean 1986). As many individuals from non-English speaking 

backgrounds are forced to vote in Australian elections, there is also said to be a higher 

level of invalid voting in Australia than in other countries (Bean 1986; Hill and Young 

2007; McAllister and Makkai 1993). Significant numbers of forced electoral 

participants also cast ‘alphabetic’ or ‘donkey’ votes in Australia as a way to bypass a 

taxing electoral system – they rank the candidates in the order they are listed on the 

ballot (Kelley and McAllister 1984; Mackerras 1970).6 Finally, as the Labor Party has 

historically won the lion’s share of votes from those most likely to abstain in Australian 

elections, compulsory voting laws in Australia have been shown to have an inbuilt 

partisan bias (Mackerras and McAllister 1999, 227-229; McAllister 1986).  
                                                
6 While they are now randomised, candidates’ names were once ranked on the ballot in alphabetical order, 
and parties deliberately selected candidates with names at the start of the alphabet to benefit from 
‘donkey’ voting (Darcy and McAllister 1990). 
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Beyond the simple act of increasing turnout, compulsory voting laws have been 

identified as helping to explain the relative strength of party loyalties in Australia by 

international standards. As Australians are forced by compulsory voting laws to 

participate in regular elections – at least once every three years at the federal level – 

many identify with a party to reduce the information costs associated with voting (see 

Aitkin 1985, 92; Bean 1986; Bean 1997c; Bean 1996; Marks 1993; McAllister 1992, 

39; McAllister 2002a; Jackman 2003). Regular elections and compulsory voting also 

mean that party loyalties are consistently reaffirmed and strengthened, making it more 

difficult for voters to abandon their partisan affinity. Aitkin (1985) and Marks (1993) 

argue that preferential voting also serves to reaffirm party loyalties as it allows voters to 

express their political disaffection through minor party preferences as a ‘temporary 

compromise’. The voter knows that if they cast a minor party first preference vote, their 

ballot will return to a preferred major party following the counting of preferences. 

Senate voting has also been argued to reinforce party loyalties, as it provides an outlet 

for the expression of voter discontent apart from the House ballot, which decides the 

party best suited to form the next government (Aitkin 1985, 94; Bean 1997c; Bowler 

and Denemark 1993). It might be surmised then that the collective understanding of the 

effect of Australian electoral rules on patterns of party loyalties is well developed. 

However, in each of these studies, the influence of Australia’s electoral system rules is 

not the primary concern, but rather is discussed only as a source of the relative strength 

of partisan stability. Simply put, partisanship is the focus of much of the analysis. 

Overall, then, the predominant analytic focus of the Australian literature has 

been on explaining voting at the level of the individual, while the effect of electoral 

rules has received only scant attention. Key elements of the interaction of Australian 

electoral rules and voter attitudes and behaviour – especially in the areas of minor party, 

economic, and leader-oriented voting – remain either unexplored altogether, dated in 
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terms of the assessments that have been undertaken, or pursued only on a piecemeal 

basis. As Jackman (2003, 282) observes, ‘Australian political science will benefit from 

more rigorous elaboration of the links between political institutions and electoral 

behaviour. Specifically, what are the incentives and constraints are supplied by 

compulsory and preferential voting, overlaid on two different electoral systems used in 

the House and Senate?’ What is needed, then, is a systematic analysis of the connection 

between Australian voters and their political context, as a way not only to extend our 

knowledge of electoral politics in Australia, but also to expand our more general 

understanding of the impact of electoral rules on voter attitudes and behaviour. By 

moving beyond a single model in a single election, and bringing the impact of electoral 

rules to the forefront of the analysis, it is possible to control for the influence of election 

specific phenomena and to highlight the consistent patterns of voter attitudes and 

behaviour that stem from the influence of electoral rules. 

 

Research question and hypothesis 

 

This study aims to fill a number of important gaps in the literature. It asks:  

 

How does Australia’s unique electoral system affect patterns of voter attitudes 

and behaviour?  

 

Electoral institutions can be seen as Rosetta Stones for understanding key elements of 

voters’ attitudes and behaviour, and the incentives and constraints that frame their 

decision-making. In this thesis, Australian electoral rules are hypothesised to: 

 

Affect patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour in several distinctive ways.  
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As noted above, to test this contention, well-known models of American and British 

minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting are systematically re-examined in the 

context of Australia’s electoral system, and across multiple Australian national 

elections. The resultant patterns of electoral behaviour and the ways in which they 

reflect the impact of the unique set of rules and regulations that frame Australia’s 

electoral competition provide new insights into dynamics that have been understudied in 

Australia. As we will see, the influence of Australia’s particular milieu promotes 

distinctive patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour, evident in observable differences 

between Australians’ patterns of minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting and 

those of their American and British counterparts, long ago established in research 

published by analysts in the United States and Great Britain. A central element of this 

thesis’ analytic framework, then, is the comparison of these Australian patterns with 

equivalent American and British patterns of electoral behaviour, considered in the 

context of their plurality and voluntary voting systems. The result, overall, will be a 

significant extension of our knowledge not only about electoral behaviour in Australia, 

but also about the comparative impact of electoral frameworks more generally. 

 

Research methodology 

 

To investigate the influence of Australia’s electoral rules on minor party, economic and 

leader-oriented voting, this thesis employs a variety of quantitative methods, making 

use of survey data derived from the Australian Election Study (AES),7 and aggregate 

                                                
7 The complete list of Australian Election Studies, with numbers of respondents in parentheses, is: 1987 
(1830), 1990 (2037), 1993 (3023), 1996 (1795), 1998 (1897), 2001 (2010), 2004 (1769), and 2007 
(1873). The higher than normal number of respondents in 1993 (done in order to allow the analysis of 
state-specific patterns of voters’ political trust) is important to note as it may affect the significance levels 
of the variables in the model. All other things being equal, more cases can cause seemingly innocuous 
differences on a given predictor to reach statistical significance, where they would not be statistically 
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data from the Australian Politics and Elections Database.8 The AES is a cross-sectional 

(one-time) self-completion postal questionnaire of the Australian electorate, archived 

and made available by the Australian Social Science Data Archive (ASSDA), which has 

been conducted in the weeks following each federal election from 1987 to 2007.9 The 

AES employs a stratified random sample technique in the collection of this data, 

drawing from the Commonwealth electoral roll, with participants selected to be 

proportional to the population on a state-by-state basis. Each survey replicates many of 

the questions from previous Australian studies, with questions asked across a range of 

variables that measure political attitudes and behaviour as well as background and 

demographic characteristics. The Australian Politics and Elections Database, developed 

at the University of Western Australia, provides aggregate electoral data, and some 

descriptive data on administrations and ministries of elected governments, for elections 

and governments across the last century (see Sharman 2001; Sharman 2002). 

 The empirical analysis pursued in this thesis, though comparative in its discussion 

and analytic frames of reference, is pursued solely in the Australian context. The 

American and British literatures are sufficiently well-developed, and the empirical 

results widely enough accepted, that a full, comparative utilisation of empirical tests 

across the United States, Great Britain and Australia would require too much re-
                                                                                                                                          
different in a model with a smaller sample size. As a result, caution is taken in drawing comparisons 
between the 1993 data and the other elections. As always, the investigators for these studies bear no 
responsibility for any errors or omissions and the analysis and conclusions drawn in this thesis are solely 
those of the author. 
8 The Australian Politics and Elections Database is available at: http://elections.uwa.edu.au. 
9 Copies of Australian Election Study questionnaires are available from: 
http://aes.anu.edu.au/questionnaires. Problematically, survey data, especially that relying on self-
completion, can result in biased inferences as ‘the portion of the electorate that chooses to participate in 
surveys may have different political predispositions to those who don’t participate in surveys’ (Jackman 
1997, 9). For instance, the Australian Election Studies have approximately a 40 per cent response rate and 
the non-respondents undoubtedly have ‘lower levels of political interest, knowledge about politics and 
lower rates of political participation’ (Jackman 1997, 20). Post-election surveys such as this have also 
been criticised on the grounds that voters tend to forget or distort the facts of their political attitudes and 
behaviour after a period of time. The AES is also subject to the standard problems associated with 
questionnaires including question wording and the ordering of response items. These issues aside, survey 
research still represents the best means for gauging the influence of Australia’s electoral rules on voter 
attitudes and behaviour. Aggregate data such as vote shares and electoral outcomes are also available to 
researchers, and have been used to corroborate points where appropriate, though this form of analysis is 
limited by its inability to uncover the political attitudes and motivations influencing votes. Its 
interpretation is also subject to ecological fallacy. 
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estimating of tests long-since completed and accepted in the US and UK. Instead, this 

study uses published results from those two systems as comparative reference points for 

the Australian results pursued in detail here. In other words, while this study uses a 

comparative framework to extend understandings of the interaction of rules and 

behaviour and to establish cross-system points of distinction and comparability, it is not 

comparative in its data analysis. Nonetheless, this study may be considered to have, in 

the words of Sartori (1991, 252), ‘comparative merit’, as ‘it uses concepts that are 

applicable to other countries, and ... seeks to make larger inferences that stretch beyond 

the original country used in the study’ (Landman 2008, 28). To this end, to control 

measurement variability, the main factors included in the analysis are selected to match, 

as closely as is possible, the measures used in the models arising out of the United 

States and Great Britain.10 This common set of variables is examined across an 

extended period of multiple elections in Australia for reasons of analytical rigour, as it 

is intended to enable more conclusive findings vis-à-vis the larger impact of electoral 

rules on voter attitudes and behaviour. More specifically, the examination of patterns of 

voter attitudes and behaviour across a prolonged period of cross-sectional studies 

enables this thesis, as far as is possible, to control for election specific effects and to 

identify the generalised influence of the Australian electoral system. The primary 

research instruments used in this study are bivariate analysis, multivariate regression 

analysis, and simulation. The employment of these techniques varies according to the 

model being analysed so they will be discussed in greater detail as they arise in future 

chapters.  

Australia as a case study is compared to the United States and Great Britain for 

several reasons. First, the three countries share a common set of values: Australia, the 

                                                
10 In saying that, there are instances across this thesis where additional variables are included in models to 
tap the specific influences of Australian electoral rules. The selection of the variables for each model and 
the Australian specific factors are discussed in greater detail in the data analysis of chapter four, five and 
six. 
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United States, and Great Britain each have a political culture and tradition that 

emphasises liberalism, individualism and a practical sense of compromise (Alford 

1963). The three countries are also relatively similar in developmental areas of material 

well-being and education that might otherwise be expected to contribute to differences 

in mass electoral attitudes and behaviour between countries (Dalton 1984; Inglehart 

1990; Dalton 2000; Norris 2004, 16-21). As Australia, the United States and Great 

Britain share common legal, social, and cultural foundations, and have relatively 

equivalent levels of socio-political development, one can be confident that comparative 

assessments focused of their electoral attitudes and behaviour are not the product of 

distinctive cultures and social mores. In short, the reliance on three fundamentally 

comparable Anglo-American democracies in this thesis avoids problems of broad, 

socio-political non-comparability, while allowing a focus on Australia’s distinctive 

electoral rules that are anticipated to promote significantly divergent patterns in voter 

attitudes and behaviour from those of its majoritarian and voluntary counterparts, the 

United States and Britain. 

 

Outline of chapters 

 

Chapter Two provides the theoretical framework for this thesis. By considering the 

tenets of Duverger’s Law and Downs’ rational choice theory of voting, it focuses on 

how political attitudes and behaviour are influenced by the electoral rules, which frame 

voter participation in the political process. The interrelationship between electoral rules 

and voters is illustrated to underscore the fact that models of voter attitudes and 

behaviour developed in the United States and Great Britain inevitably reflect the logic 

of those two countries’ plurality electoral systems and voluntary voting laws, and 
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emphasise the need to re-examine traditional American and British voter behavioural 

models in the context of Australia’s unique institutional milieu. 

Chapter Three has a dual focus. First, in order to provide a theoretical reference 

point for the analysis of Australian data, it chronicles developments in American and 

British survey-based voting research across the last half-century and seeks to highlight 

its tendency to ignore the influence of electoral context on voter attitudes and 

behaviour. It argues that patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour reflect the dynamics 

of plurality elections and voluntary voting. An outline of the Australian electoral 

context is the second priority of Chapter Three. The overview of Australia’s electoral 

system is provided to highlight its unique characteristics, and to suggest that they may 

serve to challenge models of minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting 

observed in the context of American and British electoral rules. 

The fourth chapter begins the data analysis component of the thesis. In this 

chapter, the effect of Australia’s electoral rules on voter choice is explored by assessing 

whether minor party support in the Australian House of Representatives and Senate can 

be seen as the product of the same reactive, major party disdain that explains third party 

votes in the United States and Great Britain, where plurality electoral systems and 

voluntary voting laws prevail or is, instead, indicative of more positive and purposive 

voter preferences that can be anticipated under Australia’s AV and PR-STV voting 

rules. 

In Chapter Five, the hypothesised influence of Australia’s electoral rules on 

voter evaluations is applied to the economic voting model. This chapter aims to show 

how voters in the United States and Great Britain primarily cast their ballots for the 

major governing party during good economic times and for the major opposition party 

in bad economic times, due to single-member district plurality electoral systems that 

constrain electoral choice. To highlight the distinctive effects of Australia’s electoral 
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rules, this chapter then evaluates the extent to which Australians’ economic grievances 

are expressed through a range of readily available alternatives, including awarding 

lower house first preferences to minor parties, the strategic assignment of second 

preferences, and directing votes to non-governing parties in the upper house, which are 

elected via a proportional method. 

In Chapter Six, the effect of Australian electoral rules on patterns of leader-

oriented voting is investigated. It assesses whether Australian electoral rules, especially 

the compulsory involvement of a sizeable number of reluctant participants in Australia’s 

voting system, create dynamics in which greater numbers of weakly interested voters 

come to depend on leader-based cues. A case is made that Australia’s compulsory 

voting laws result in a an electorate that is especially affected by voters’ leader 

evaluations, despite being a parliamentary system that elects parties to govern, not 

individuals to serve as the nation’s political leader. These distinctively Australian 

patterns are compared and contrasted with those generated by the American and British 

voluntary electoral systems, where a significant portion of citizens with the lowest 

levels of political interest does not vote. 

Finally, Chapter Seven synthesises the core chapters of the thesis by addressing 

how Australia’s institutional framework structures voter attitudes and behaviour. In this 

chapter, the main conclusions and findings of the analysis in relation to the influence of 

electoral rules on voter attitudes and behaviour are highlighted, and the significance of 

its findings for the scholarly literature is discussed. 

Overall, then, this study aims to examine the connection between voter 

behaviour and the electoral context within which voters participate. It seeks to do so by 

illustrating distinctive patterns of minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting in 

the context of Australia’s two parliamentary chambers and compulsory voting laws, and 

vis-à-vis the United States and Great Britain. It promises not only to call attention to the 
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influence of Australian electoral rules on patterns of electoral behaviour, but also to the 

assumptions of electoral behavioural patterns observed within America’s and Britain’s 

majoritarian and voluntary systems. The broader purpose of this study, then, is to show 

that voters are affected by the electoral context in which they cast their ballots, and to 

highlight the parochialism of models of voter attitudes and behaviour that are wholly 

premised on single system analysis. If electoral rules matter, then the distinctive impact 

of different electoral contexts on voters’ attitudes and behaviour can only be 

satisfyingly understood through a cross-system analysis of these dynamics. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CONNECTING ELECTORAL RULES AND 

VOTERS 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish the theoretical framework for this thesis by 

arguing that voter attitudes and behaviour are influenced by the electoral rules and 

institutional contexts which frame their participation in the political process. The 

interrelationships between electoral rules and voters are illustrated by considering the 

tenets of the classic models of voter behaviour from Maurice Duverger (1954) and 

Anthony Downs (1957). The review of these classic models shows that electoral rules 

provide the immediate institutional context for an election. Rules affect the individual’s 

participation at elections, not only generating the number, range, and type of choices 

that citizens confront but also constraining citizens’ options by affecting the likelihood 

that a preferred candidate or party will secure victory on election day. By influencing 

the viability of the political preferences on offer, majoritarian and proportional electoral 

systems and voluntary and compulsory voting requirements, in turn, create incentives 

for citizens to stand pat, change preferences, or abstain from voting. Electoral rules 

shape the opportunity and cost structures facing voters and changing the ‘rules of the 

game’ has the potential to alter the ways that individuals think and act in the electoral 

process. This chapter, then, points to the utility of considering voter behaviour in terms 

of its electoral context, and underscores the argument of this thesis that American and 

British patterns of voter choice reflect their plurality and voluntary voting systems and 

will assume a fundamentally different form in Australia’s unique institutional milieu. 

 

Duverger’s law 

 

The starting point for establishing the link between voters and electoral rules is 

Duverger’s law, which focuses on the ability of electoral systems to affect the viability 
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of voter preferences and voters’ selection of preferences. Duverger contends that 

electoral systems dictate the number of viable parties to the near-perfect predictability 

of law. The single-member district plurality or first-past-the-post system, which is 

usually interpreted as referring to all majoritarian or non-proportional systems,11 

engenders two-party politics, while proportional representation favours multipartyism 

(Duverger 1954, 205).12 Subsequent analysis has shown that Duverger’s law is overly 

deterministic. Rae (1971, 95) and Riker (1986, 32) conclude that Duverger is, for the 

most part, right in his original formulation, but the relationship between party and 

electoral systems is more probabilistic than law-like, given a number of exceptions 

where third parties with geographically concentrated support exist in majoritarian 

electoral systems. Sartori (1986, 64), too, reformulates the law within the more relaxed 

confines of ‘facilitating versus obstructing conditions’. Duverger (1986) later concurred 

with their arguments, suggesting the relationship between electoral systems and party 

systems to be a weaker probabilistic generalisation.13 This section will show that 

research has consistently confirmed Duverger’s fundamental contention – different 

                                                
11 Majoritarian or non-proportional systems refers to single-member plurality, or first-past-the-post, and 
majority systems like the Alternative Vote system that is used to elect the Australian House of 
Representatives. 
12 The main subtypes of proportional representation systems include List Proportional Representation 
systems and the Single Transferable Vote, which is used for Australian Senate elections. A third type of 
electoral system is mixed-member systems. This involves a combination of both majoritarian and 
proportional aspects across two tiers in one system. In one tier – the nominal tier – votes are cast for 
candidates and seats are allocated on the basis of those who win a plurality of the vote. In the other tier – 
the list tier – votes are cast for party lists and election occurs roughly in proportion to the votes each party 
received. Mixed systems are usually classified as either majoritarian or proportional according to whether 
they are compensatory or parallel. Under compensatory systems, the list tier seats are awarded to redress 
over or under representation that results from the nominal tier. They tend, therefore, to be closer to the 
proportional representation tradition. On the other hand, parallel systems award list tier seats to parties 
purely on the basis of their votes with no consideration of the nominal tier outcomes or the 
proportionality of the overall outcome. As such, they are typically grouped with majoritarian systems. For 
a thorough review of mixed systems and their political consequences see the volume by Shugart and 
Wattenberg (2001). 
13 Boix (1999) argues that electoral systems are selected and modified by the established parties in a 
political system to maximise their representation. In this way, the selection of electoral systems derives 
from the strategic decisions of existing political elites and parties. This is distinct from Duverger who 
argues that a party system is a natural consequence of the constraints of electoral rules. 
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electoral rules produce wholly distinctive translations of votes into seats that affect 

party competition and voter preferences.14 

The effect of electoral rules on party competition is the interactive product of the 

mechanics of the electoral system – the translation of votes into seats – and the 

psychology that flows from parties having to compete, and voters having to choose their 

party preferences, within electoral system constraints (Duverger 1954, 224). The 

mechanics of electoral systems shape the number and range of options available in 

elections and voters respond to the strategic incentives that the mechanics of 

majoritarian and proportional electoral systems prescribe. As Blais and Carty (1991, 80) 

observe, ‘the psychological factor affects the vote, the mechanical factor affects the 

seats (given the vote)’. The mechanical and psychological effects of majoritarian and 

proportional electoral systems are outlined in more detail in the next sections. 

 

The mechanical effect 

 

For Duverger, the mechanical effect refers to the way that electoral systems translate 

votes into representation. Examination of this factor is vital as it provides the backdrop 

for voter decision-making by affecting the number and range of alternatives presented 

to the electorate and whether an individual’s vote will be cast for a viable party 

                                                
14 Electoral systems also structure the types of votes that people cast in elections with consequences for 
political behaviour. Voters in single-member plurality systems like those used in the United States and 
Great Britain choose between candidates and voting is categorical, as the voter only has to make one 
choice. Voters in Australia’s Alternative Vote system also select between candidates, but the structure of 
the ballot is ordinal. That is, people must vote in order of preference for the candidates on the ballot. 
Proportional systems vary in the ways that they affect voter choice. In closed-list systems, voters select 
between competing party lists, while open-list systems permit voters to choose their preferred candidate 
from within a single party list. The Single Transferrable Vote form of Proportional Representation allows 
voters to choose their preferred candidate(s) from across the different parties. The nature of the voters’ 
ballot choice affects the incentives for politicians to seek a personal vote (Carey and Shugart 1995). 
These incentives are at their highest in single-member systems. The nature of the voters’ choice also 
affects politicians’ representative functions. As Bowler and Farrell (1993, 64) note, ‘individuals voters are 
better ... served by representatives elected under district based systems and where voters can choose 
candidates’. In party-based systems, politicians are much more likely to act as trustees because their 
principal constituency is the party selectorate who determine the position of candidates on the ballot and, 
in turn, a candidate’s electoral prospects (Bowler, Farrell and McAllister 1996). 
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alternative. Rae (1971) undertook the first systematic analysis of Duverger’s mechanical 

factor. He found that all electoral systems give a boost to the parties with the largest 

share of the vote and all reduce the number of legislative parties, compared with those 

parties competing for election – though the bias is much less prevalent under 

proportional representation than majoritarian systems. Lijphart’s (1994) study of 27 

democracies between 1945 and 1990, as well as a host of other multi-nation studies 

(Blais and Massicotte 2002; Farrell 2001; Katz 1997; Norris 2004, ch. 2), support Rae’s 

argument that majoritarian systems are more biased against minor parties than 

proportional systems. Each finds the average number of parties to be lower in plurality 

and majoritarian systems than in proportional systems.15 The lack of fairness in 

majoritarian electoral systems, as against proportional systems, is illustrated by a 

hypothetical example. Consider an electoral contest in which party A gets 48 per cent of 

the vote, party B gets 29 per cent, party C gets 15 per cent, and all other parties receive 

vote shares below that amount. In a majoritarian system featuring single-member 

districts, only party A, which gained a minority of the vote, is awarded a seat, leaving a 

majority of the voters in the district (52 per cent) without representation. By contrast, in 

proportional representation systems, parties necessarily compete in multi-member 

constituencies and are awarded a share of the seats that is much more proportional to 

their share of the vote.16 The ‘decisive factor’ for determining equivalent numbers of 

votes and seats is the number of seats per district, or what is more commonly referred to 

as the district magnitude: the larger the district magnitude, the greater the 

proportionality of the electoral system and the higher the likelihood that all parties will 

secure representation equal to their share of the votes (Taagepera and Shugart 1989, ch. 

                                                
15 A key methodological issue for the mechanical effect is how to count parties. A number of different 
and sophisticated methods for counting parties have been proposed. The two main types are Rae’s (1971, 
53-58) fractionalisation index, and Laakso and Taagepera’s (1979) effective number of parties. Lijphart 
(1994, 67-72) provides further details on these measures and the formulas used to calculate them.  
16 While proportional electoral systems are, on the whole, fairer than majoritarian systems, they do not 
normally produce perfectly proportional electoral outcomes (see Lijphart 1994, 96). 
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11).17 Overall, majoritarian systems encourage few effective parties as they impose high 

hurdles to elected office and punish small parties. By comparison, proportional systems 

lower the hurdles to winning representation, boost the electoral potency of small parties, 

and provide by far the larger number of viable alternatives for attracting voter 

preferences and sustaining their support.18 

 

The psychological effect 

 

By determining the number of viable electoral parties, electoral systems have significant 

implications for voters who play by their rules. In majoritarian systems, many third 

parties are encouraged to seek intra-party influence in viable major parties, rather than 

pursue fruitless electoral avenues (Duverger 1954, 230). While most of the alternatives 

are merely symbolic competitors with no realistic chance of securing office, voters will 

still usually have more than two parties to choose from in any election (Blais and Carty 

1991, 87).19 Voters in majoritarian systems, then, confront ballots with two major 

parties and a handful of non-viable parties they are unlikely to have even heard of 

before entering the voting booth. In this sense, majoritarian systems are relatively 

‘constraining’ as, within their bounds, voters have few effective party alternatives for 

which to vote (Sartori 1997, 32). A desire for a tangible return on their ballot in the 

                                                
17 The choice of a highest average (D’Hondt, Sainte-Lague), largest remainder (Hare, Droop), or single 
transferable vote method of proportional representation also affects the proportionality of electoral 
outcomes (see Blais and Massicotte 2002, 45-49; Lijphart 1994, 21-25). Legal thresholds also affect the 
proportionality of electoral outcomes, as parties that fail to reach a specified share of the vote cannot win 
seats. Blais and Massicotte (2002, 53) cite an extreme example from the Russian Duma election of 1995, 
where as many as 40 parties with a combined vote of 49.5 per cent failed to pass the electoral threshold. 
18 Not only can marginal parties realistically expect to win representation in proportional systems, they 
may even form a component of coalition governments and acquire executive and legislative decision-
making power. This opportunity is fostered by proportional representation’s overwhelming propensity to 
yield natural minorities and coalition government (Katz 1997; Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000). This is 
distinct from majoritarian systems in which even if a small party wins seats through heavily concentrated 
support they remain largely irrelevant, as in majoritarian systems a single large party has legislative 
power and control over policy-making (Katz 1997; Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000). 
19 The average of number of elective parties in single-member plurality systems is 4.6 (Blais and Carty 
1991, 87). This average is based on evidence from 509 general elections held in 20 countries over more 
than a century. 
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form a winning candidate, and the lack of credible third party alternatives in 

majoritarian systems, causes most voters to cast their ballot for either of the two major 

parties and shy away from supporting hopeless third party causes.20 Because votes cast 

outside of the two-party duopoly are wasted in majoritarian systems, many minor party 

supporters defect from their preference and vote for the most attractive of the dominant 

parties: they cast strategic, tactical, sophisticated or insincere ballots (Alvarez, Boehmke 

and Nagler 2006; Black 1978; Bowler and Lanoue 1992; Cain 1978; Cox 1997, ch. 4).21 

In Duverger’s (1954, 226) words, ‘electors soon realise that their votes are wasted if 

they continue to give them to the third party: hence their natural tendency to transfer 

their vote to the less evil of its two adversaries in order to prevent the success of the 

greater evil’. The likelihood of abandoning a minor party preference is heightened when 

votes prove influential for electoral outcomes. For instance, Burden (2005) finds that in 

US presidential elections, voters strategically abandon minor parties in swing states, and 

are more likely to support a minor party in a non-swing state. However, not all 

individuals vote strategically. As the Canadian literature has shown, not all voters are 

aware that when they cast their ballot for a minor party they are effectively wasting their 

vote, as they hold unrealistic expectations of minor party candidates’ chance of winning 

(Blais 2002; Blais and Turgeon 2004; Merolla and Stephenson 2007). As minor party 

candidates have little hope of winning in plurality systems, people who cast their ballots 

for minor parties must either be unquestioning loyalists, strategically ignorant, or 

expressing an ephemeral form of protest against the major parties. Overall, voter 

                                                
20 Blais and Carty (1991, 87) find that third parties in single-member plurality systems obtain, on average, 
just 16.7 per cent of the vote, compared with 83.3 per cent of the vote for the two dominant parties. The 
equivalent for single-member majority systems is 34.9 per cent, which is only marginally lower than the 
average minor party vote in proportional systems. Blais and Carty (1991, 87) suggest that this evidence 
may point to the psychological effect in majority systems as ‘more ambivalent than Duverger thought’. 
21 Cox’s Making Votes Count: Strategic Coordination in the World’s Electoral Systems (1997) is a 
seminal study of electoral rules and how they affect the incentives of voters and parties to coordinate their 
efforts and resources to achieve their desired political outcomes. It provides a detailed investigation of the 
potential for strategic voting in majoritarian and proportional electoral systems. 
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preferences in majoritarian systems are effectively channelled into one of the major 

parties. 

Proportional systems have much less restrictive effects on voter behaviour than 

majoritarian systems. A number of alternative avenues for expressing the voters’ will 

are available to the electorate in proportional systems and voters have more effective 

choices than they do in two-party majoritarian systems. As Dalton and Anderson (2011, 

10) observe, ‘Baskin-Robbins offers thirty-one flavors to give more choices of ice 

cream to their customers. Similarly, a person who has multiple parties or candidates to 

elect from at election times has more choice than the voter who has only two choices’. 

Due to lower effective thresholds in PR systems, many more parties are viable and 

voters, who must decide their preferences from the pool of partisan competitors 

propelled by proportional electoral systems, are clearly affected by these systemic 

factors. While yielding only electoral oblivion in a majoritarian system, relatively 

narrow portions of electoral support in proportional systems can result in the election of 

a winning candidate. Voters may cast ballots for large and small parties alike in the 

realistic expectation that their support for either party will not be wasted. Citizens 

generally respond to this more favourable electoral environment by voting for minor 

parties in greater number and on a more consistent basis (Blais and Carty 1991, 87). The 

change from a majoritarian system to a mixed-member proportional system in New 

Zealand at the 1996 election is instructive on this point with the proportion of votes 

received by minor parties increasing at the expense of the major parties (Barker, Boston, 

Levine, McLeay and Roberts 2001).22 However, for voters, the incentives of 

proportional representation, and electoral systems more generally, must be learned as, at 

least initially, many voters in New Zealand did not take full advantage of the potential 

                                                
22 Voters in New Zealand also responded to proportional representation with more positive attitudes about 
the efficacy of voting and the responsiveness of the political system as it avoids the punishing mechanical 
effect of majoritarian systems that narrow voter choice to major party issues and stances (Banducci, 
Donovan and Karp 1996; Karp and Banducci 1999). 
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of the ballot because they did not fully understand it (Karp 2006). In subsequent 

elections, voters began to use their votes more effectively while parties shifted their 

approach to election campaigns to make clear which parties they would work with in a 

governing coalition (Denemark 2003). The key effect of proportional representation on 

voting choice, then, is to promote more minor party voting as a choice by individuals 

who genuinely desire minor party representation. This does not mean that citizens are 

precluded from voting strategically (see Abramson, Aldrich, Blais, Diamond, Diskin, 

Indridason, Lee and Levine 2010; Cox and Shugart 1996). Even in proportional 

systems, some voters may abandon a preferred party if they expect it will not win 

enough votes to secure representation and instead cast their ballot for one of the parties 

on the cusp of winning a seat (Blais and Gschwend 2011; Cox 1997, 121). 

Nevertheless, by and large, supporters of minor parties in proportional systems are more 

likely to vote sincerely as their preferred party is a viable alternative and primarily cast 

strategic ballots only if they support a particularly weak party. This is contrasted with 

majoritarian systems where the electoral system discourages votes for all but 

geographically based small party alternatives. Voters in proportional systems are freed 

from the major party shackles inherent in majoritarian systems and cast ballots for third 

parties in greater number. 

Overall, Duverger’s model posits that different electoral systems have different 

implications for voter attitudes and behaviour. The mechanics of electoral systems have 

direct consequences for party competition. On one hand, majoritarian systems favour 

broad-based major parties and punish minor parties, which positions small parties as 

nonviable. On the other hand, in proportional representation relatively small changes in 

vote shares are reflected in the allocation of seats so many more parties are viable at 

elections. Voters, perhaps especially the highly politically interested and highly 

educated, who are the most perceptive of these systemic effects, are affected 
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psychologically by these different electoral realities, directing their vote to ensure it will 

elect a winning candidate or bring the most advantage for their preferred party or 

concern. In majoritarian systems, votes are largely directed to the major parties, with 

only minimal minor party voting. In proportional systems, there is a tendency for larger 

numbers of minor party votes as the rules reinforce minor parties as an effective party 

alternative capable of winning seats. All told, then, this analysis of Duverger’s law 

demonstrates that electoral systems affect the electoral prospects of voter preferences 

and voters respond to the influence of electoral system rules by primarily casting their 

ballots for viable alternatives. Clearly, then, these rules are a significant framework 

within which every voter participates in the political process – a framework with the 

potential to affect the form of a variety of patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour. 

 

The rational choice theory of voting 

 

The ability of different electoral rules to yield fundamentally distinctive patterns of 

voter behaviour and attitudes can also be illustrated by analysing the tenets of the 

rational choice theory of voting, outlined in Anthony Downs’ An Economic Theory of 

Democracy (1957). The premise of Downs’ theory is that all voting involves costs, 

which are weighed against the perceived benefits and efficacy of voting. This calculus 

is expressed by the formula: 

 

R = (PB) – C. 

 

R (rationality) is the sum of the individuals’ utility that he or she expects to receive 

from the act of voting. To determine their utility, the voter forecasts the benefit they 

expect from the election of one party over another (B), in conjunction with the 
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perception of the efficacy of their ballot (P). Efficacy refers to how decisive an 

individual deems their vote for determining the outcome of the election. This is then 

weighed against the costs involved in casting a ballot (C). The crux of the theory is that 

‘given several mutually exclusive alternatives, a rational man always takes the one 

which yields him the highest utility, ceteris paribus; i.e., he acts to his own greatest 

benefit’ (Downs 1957, 36-37). For Downs, abstention is almost always a rational 

outcome as the party choices afforded the electorate are often indistinct, an individual 

vote will almost never prove influential in the election result, and, the costs of 

participating are nearly always sufficient to outweigh the benefits. The time spent 

enrolling, commuting to and from the polls, acquiring and interpreting information 

about the parties, and gathering data on the closeness of the election, could be used ‘on 

something pleasurable or productive such as weeding or having sex with his girlfriend’ 

(McLean 1982, 70). Yet, many individuals do still turn out in elections and Downs’ 

theory is useful for predicting changes in voter turnout across different electoral rules 

that affect the balance of the citizens’ calculus and the weighting of costs and benefits.23 

Different systems engender different numbers of parties to choose from and different 

kinds of parties as viable, and can make it more or less difficult to register and turn out 

to vote. Downs’ model, then, incorporates the effect of electoral rules on the voter’s 

decision-making framework. As a way to illustrate this logic, the influence of 

majoritarian and proportional electoral rules and voluntary and compulsory voting 

systems on voter turnout is assessed in the next section.  

 

Majoritarian and proportional electoral rules 

 

                                                
23 People vote as they consider it a civic duty and a benefit unto itself (Conway 2000, 132; Riker and 
Ordeshook 1968), or to minimise the sense of regret they would feel if they did not vote and a preferred 
party lost the election by a handful of votes (Ferejohn and Fiorina 1974). Downs’ theory, then, is 
considered only a partial explanation, rather than a full account, of electoral participation as not all 
citizens determine whether and how to vote on purely rational grounds (Grofman 1993). 
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The choice of majoritarian or proportional electoral rules affects the balance of an 

individual’s perceived probability, benefits, and costs from voting and, in doing so, 

influences whether they will turnout or abstain if given a choice. The result of the 

differential efficacy, benefits and costs of voting in proportional and majoritarian 

systems, is that turnout tends to be 3 to 12 per cent higher in proportional systems than 

in majoritarian systems (Blais and Aarts 2006, 186; Blais and Carty 1990, 179; Blais 

and Dobrzynska 1998, 248; Franklin 1996, 226; Ladner and Milner 1999, 244; Jackman 

1987, 414; Jackman and Miller 1995; Powell 1980, 40; Powell 1986). Several 

explanations account for overall stronger electoral participation in proportional systems.  

More individuals vote in proportional representation as these systems provide 

realistic opportunities for both large and small parties to win seats. Fairer and more 

equitable electoral outcomes in PR systems increase overall levels of perceived efficacy 

of individuals’ behaviour as more voters, especially those whose support for minor 

parties is wasted in majoritarian systems, feel their support is translated into the tangible 

benefit of a winning candidate (Karp and Banducci 1999, 363-364; Karp and Banducci 

2008). As minor party voters feel their vote is effective in proportional systems, they are 

more likely to turn out to support their preferred party. This contrasts with single-

member majoritarian systems that diminish the chances of electoral success for third 

parties and leave citizens with few viable party choices (Blais and Dobrzynska 1998, 

245; Franklin 1996, 225; Jackman 1987, 408; Jackman and Miller 1995, 470). Simply 

put, then, turnout tends to be higher under proportional representation than under 

majoritarian electoral rules because ‘voters are not fools, and an unrepresentative 

system will motivate fewer of them to vote’ (Franklin 1996, 232). 

Turnout in proportional representation is also boosted by the concerted effort of 

parties to distinguish themselves from one another by targeting electoral appeals at 

specific portions of the electorate. In proportional systems, parties are much more likely 



 

 

34 

to use diffuse or centrifugal strategies of electoral competition (Farrell 1996; Katz 1980; 

Norris 2004, 9), which generates a smooth spread of parties along the ideological and 

policy spectrum (Cox 1990, 922).24 In contrast, the key to electoral victory in 

majoritarian systems is building widespread support from a broad cross-section of the 

electorate, so the viable major parties focus on issues that are uncontroversial, and adopt 

ambiguous issue stances to manufacture support from the electorate (Farrell 1996; Katz 

1980; Norris 2004, 9).25 Kirchheimer (1966) famously referred to this form of politics 

as ‘catch-all’. Party competition in majoritarian systems takes place within a convergent 

policy space, so voters are seldom offered significantly distinctive programmatic 

alternatives (Cox 1990, 919). Voters are more likely to turn out in proportional systems 

as there are clear differences between the parties and they feel they are making 

meaningful selections, while many more will abstain in majoritarian systems, supposing 

that no matter who wins the election, the outcome will be broadly the same.  

The competitiveness of the electoral contest also shapes the balance of the 

voters’ calculus, with electors feeling as though their vote is more purposeful when an 

election is close. Proportional representation breeds electoral competition and voter 

turnout as many more parties can win seats and do so with smaller vote shares – votes 

seem to matter more (Blais and Dobrzynska 1998, 245). Conversely, in majoritarian 

systems, a single party often dominates district-level contests.26 Citizens in 

uncompetitive districts have little incentive to turn out because their vote is unlikely to 

make any difference to the election outcome. In brief, turnout is higher in proportional 

representation than in majoritarian electoral systems, as the electoral contest is generally 

more competitive, increasing the overall benefit and efficacy of voting. 
                                                
24 Parties’ bridging strategies under PR have engendered stronger partisan attachments, as parties more 
closely cater to individual desires (Bowler, Lanoue and Savoie 1994; Karp and Banducci 2008). 
25 The tendency of majoritarian systems, especially the Alternative Vote, to encourage parties to broaden 
their electoral base has prompted advocates to call for its adoption in heterogeneous societies such as Fiji 
and South Africa (Horowitz 1991; Horowitz 2000; Reilly 1997a; Reilly 1997b; Reilly 2001a). 
26 For instance, it is widely recognised that over 90 per cent of House of Representatives members and 
over 80 per cent of Senate incumbents in the United States are regularly returned to office as electoral 
districts are uncompetitive.  
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Some scholars have suggested that turnout is constrained in proportional 

representation by the large numbers of parties that compete in these systems. Two 

theoretical explanations are advanced for this paradox. First, electoral participation is 

more costly in proportional systems as voters have a proliferation of options that they 

must evaluate, which makes reaching a decision on which party to support a complex 

task (Blais and Carty 1990, 167; Blais and Dobzynska 1998, 248-249; Brockington 

2004, 470). Proportional systems also entail a less efficacious vote, as electors do not 

have the sense that they are directly selecting the executive (Blais and Carty 1990, 168; 

Blais and Dobzynska 1998, 249; Brockington 2004; Jackman 1987, 408; Jackman and 

Miller 1995, 470; Karp and Banducci 2008, 325). Voters merely elect representatives 

that, through negotiation and brokerage in backrooms, will reach an agreement to form 

an executive coalition. The perception by voters that they have only an indirect role in 

the selection of the government will cause many to refrain from voting. In majoritarian 

systems, by contrast, voters, more often than not, vote for one of two large party 

groupings, one of which usually goes on to govern, while the other assumes a position 

on the opposition benches and the role of alternative government.27 Simply put, an 

individual’s vote more directly contributes to answering the question of who governs in 

majoritarian systems. Turnout is overall higher in proportional systems than in 

majoritarian systems, but the rate of electoral participation in PR is weakened by voters 

having to collect more information on a broader range of parties for less benefit. 

 

Voluntary and compulsory voting systems 

 

Voter registration requirements, and whether electoral participation is compulsory or 

voluntary, also shape citizens’ voting utility with consequences for turnout. Registration 

                                                
27 In a system of parliamentary government, the voters’ role in the selection of the executive is still 
indirect as the executive is formed from the legislature. 
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laws impose prerequisites on those who wish to vote, controlling citizen access to the 

voting process. In citizen-initiated systems, people must dedicate time to become 

enrolled to vote and may also be required to navigate bureaucratic channels in order to 

become enrolled. Particularly cumbersome citizen-initiated registration requirements 

increase the costs of electoral participation and reduce turnout. For instance, although 

there is considerable variation in the extent of the burden that they place on individuals, 

US state registration laws, are, in the main, restrictive and cumbersome: while many 

states do permit mail registration, all require registration no less than 30 days prior to 

election day, and only some states have established regular, evening or weekend office 

hours. Many individuals are simply unable or unwilling to bear the costs associated with 

voluntary registration in order to participate in elections. Once citizens have overcome 

the barriers to enrolment, personal resources must then be assigned to the decision of 

which party to vote for. Electoral participation in voluntary registration systems, then, is 

a cumbersome two-step process involving registration and voting that depresses turnout 

(Hill 2006, 54-55). In approximately two-thirds of all countries, the government is 

responsible for placing citizens on the electoral roll and ensuring that they can vote in 

elections. Automated registration mechanisms such as this impose few demands on 

citizens and make voter turnout easier. For instance, in Great Britain, Crewe, Fox and 

Alt (1992, 18) argue, ‘voting demands ... only the minimum of individual initiative or 

effort. It requires neither skill nor money, and rarely takes more than a few minutes’ 

time.’ The result, as Powell (1986) argues, is that the effect of voluntary registration is 

to reduce turnout by up to 14 per cent of the voting eligible population in comparison 

with automatic registration. Voluntary registration requirements increase the burden of 

electoral participation, reducing voter turnout in comparison with far less toilsome 

automatic registration.  
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Whether voting laws are compulsory or voluntary may also affect voters’ 

likelihood of participating in elections. Compulsory voting laws generally impose a 

monetary penalty for non-voting. In compulsory systems, the levy placed on abstention 

acts as a powerful incentive to turn out, and an effective deterrent on abstention, which 

encourages many citizens to participate in the electoral process. In voluntary voting 

systems, while there are perhaps psychological and social costs associated with 

abstention, there is no financial penalty and abstention is a viable alternative for many 

voters. As a general rule, it is estimated that compulsion promotes turnout by anywhere 

from 7 to 15 per cent in comparison with voluntary systems (Blais and Carty 1990, 176; 

Blais and Dobrzynska 1998, 246; Franklin 1996, 226; Jackman 1987, 415; Powell 1980, 

49). In saying that, the enforcement and magnitude of such penalties varies from strict 

to lenient across countries, with the more severe the penalties and the more strictly they 

are enforced, the greater the likelihood that people will vote (Fornos, Power and Garand 

2004, 927; Panagopoulos 2008). While compulsion does not necessarily encourage all 

citizens to turn out, particularly if they feel the penalties for abstention are modest or 

they are unlikely to be punished for non-voting, higher average turnout in these systems 

indicates that the design of electoral rules influences electoral participation. 

All told, for Downs, electoral participation is based upon the maximisation of 

personal utility. In reaching a decision on whether or not to vote, a prospective voter 

will ask: does the benefit that I anticipate from the act of voting outweigh its costs? The 

costs from the act of voting are then weighed against the advancement to the voter’s 

well being. Electoral rules are an important factor shaping the balance of this calculus. 

Majoritarian electoral systems reduce the costs of voting as they present the individual 

with few party choices, but they may also decrease the perceived efficacy of an 

individual’s ballot, as it is more difficult in this context to find a viable political outlet 

to express their political opinions. In comparison, proportional representation is fairer to 
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small parties, offering individuals a greater range of choice that increases the perceived 

efficacy of votes overall. At the same time, a larger number of viable parties in PR 

systems increases the costs of decision-making, and tends to diminish the voter’s sense 

of efficacy. The perceived balance of voting benefits and costs is also shaped by the 

choice of voluntary or compulsory voting systems. Compulsory voting encourages 

turnout by increasing the costs associated with non-participation, usually in the form of 

a monetary penalty. In contrast, abstention is a viable and readily available alternative in 

voluntary systems. By the same token, manual registration processes impose a 

significant burden on electors, while automatic registration is essentially cost-free for 

the individual. Overall, this section highlights the crucial role of electoral rules in 

shaping the cost and opportunity structures afforded voters and the potential of electoral 

rules to affect a variety of patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour. 

 
 
Conclusion 

 

This review of Duverger’s law and Downs’ rational choice theory has shown the 

electoral rules have significant implications for the way voters view their political 

preferences and make their choices on election day. Electoral rules frame voter 

preference formation and selection, and the likelihood of electoral participation.  

Duverger argues that majoritarian systems effectively destroy minor parties’ 

chances of winning election. Votes for minor parties are impractical, and, as a result, the 

vast majority of ballots are cast for the two major parties. Strategically minded third 

party supporters abandon their preferred party rather than waste their vote on a hopeless 

cause. The relative few that cast minor party votes in majoritarian systems must do so 

out of tactical ignorance, protest, or blind loyalty. In contrast, the barriers to election are 

much lower in proportional systems and minor parties have a better chance of winning 
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seats. Minor parties are viable in proportional systems, so voters cast votes for them in 

greater number and in the knowledge that their vote can contribute to the election of a 

winning candidate. 

The logic of Downs’ model is that the decision to vote is based on a 

sophisticated calculus of the costs, benefits, and efficacy of voting. The balance of these 

three factors is shaped by electoral rules such that voting becomes either more or less 

rational depending on the system, with implications for overall electoral participation. 

Many citizens will not have a viable and effective political option in majoritarian 

systems as they present only a limited range of choice and few competitive electoral 

districts. Few perceived benefits to the individuals arise from voting in these systems, 

so many more citizens will abstain. Proportional representation, conversely, offers a 

greater number and more efficacious electoral choices and, thereby, encourages citizens 

to turn out and vote. Compulsory systems also offer incentives to turn out in the form of 

monetary penalties on abstention, whereas there are no similarly enforced costs on 

abstention in voluntary voting systems. Furthermore, as distinct from automatic 

registration procedures, citizen initiated registration laws impose an additional burden 

on voting that may prove too costly for many citizens to overcome, especially if their 

ballot is perceived as unlikely to make any difference to the electoral outcome. All told, 

Downs’ model demonstrates that electoral rules affect vote choice, preferences and 

electoral participation. 

This chapter has acknowledged a number of ways that political institutions can 

affect voter attitudes and behaviour. In doing so, it suggests that several of the key 

patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour observed in the United States and Great Britain 

across the last 50 years, will inevitably reflect an institutional design composed of 

plurality and voluntary voting systems. The conclusions that scholars from these two 
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countries have reached about voter motivations and preferences are not expected in 

Australia’s very different electoral milieu. 
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CHAPTER THREE: VOTING BEHAVIOUR AND STRUCTURAL 
OPPORTUNITIES, CONSTRAINTS AND INCENTIVES 

The connection between voter attitudes and behaviour and electoral rules detailed in 

Chapter Two suggests that electoral behavioural theory must accommodate the 

influence of the systemic contexts within which people vote. However, much of 

electoral behaviour theory fails adequately to integrate the effects of electoral rules, 

resulting in models that, though they purport to discuss universal patterns, in fact reflect 

the electoral and constitutional frameworks of their country of origin.  

To highlight this point, this chapter aims to sketch and contextualise the 

explanatory cornerstones of electoral behavioural research from the United States and 

Great Britain. The purpose of this section is to introduce the nexus of American and 

British electoral rules and voter attitudes and behaviour and to provide a reference point 

with which to compare the structural opportunities and constraints of the Australian 

system. A more detailed analysis of specific American and British models is undertaken 

in Chapters Four through Six. This section seeks to show that the evolution of survey-

based voting research in the United States and Great Britain across the last 50 years 

from an emphasis on unchanging, long-term voting determinants to increasingly 

independent effects for campaign-specific issues, events, and actors, reflects the 

plurality electoral rules and voluntary voting frameworks of their origins. Despite 

having different political systems – the United States is a presidential system and Great 

Britain is a parliamentary system – the two countries share plurality electoral rules and 

voluntary voting laws which are expected to structure voter attitudes and behaviour. 

Early American and British electoral scholars argued that short-run factors such as 

economic conditions and leaders were peripheral to the public’s decision-making given 

long-standing two-party systems and resilient, socialised party and class connections. 

Yet, in the 1970s, a series of major shocks disrupted many voters’ party affinities and 
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scholars began to take note of short-term factors. When the established parties lose 

some of their lustre, the lack of viable alternatives provided by American and British 

electoral rules puts people in a bind – vote for one of the major parties on the basis of 

several short-term stimuli, vote for a non-viable third party in protest, or abstain. The 

result is that both long-term and short-term models developed in the context of 

American and British plurality and voluntary electoral rules reflecting the few 

alternatives voters have other than to vote for one of the major parties.  

The second part of the chapter details the context of Australia’s electoral 

framework. It focuses on the Alternative Vote (AV) used for elections to the lower 

house, the Single Transferrable Vote form of Proportional Representation (PR-STV) 

used for elections to the upper house, and compulsory voting laws that direct all citizens 

to attend the polls. It does so in order to demonstrate that Australian voters confront an 

electoral process that affords a variety of distinctive opportunities, and incentives to use 

them, which their American and British counterparts do not have. Necessarily, this 

means that the application of American and British models of voter behaviour in the 

Australian context will command varying levels of explanatory power – the analysis of 

which occurs in Chapters Four, Five and Six, and which can be expected to yield 

significant lessons about the importance of institutional constraints on the voter. 

 

American and British voting behaviour and plurality and voluntary voting systems 

 

The starting point for the chapter’s analysis of the nexus of plurality and voluntary 

voting rules and the American and British voter is the earliest survey-based studies of 

electoral behaviour. These formative studies emphasise that voter preferences are stable 

across time as they have foundations in unwavering, socio-economic forces. Lazarsfeld, 

Berelson, and Gaudet (1948) conducted the first research in the United States during the 
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1940s. Anticipating a predominant effect for campaign advertising and short-term 

appeals for electoral support on presidential voting decisions, these authors instead 

found many voters to be ill informed and disinterested in the events of the campaign. 

They argued that the influence of temporally prior social characteristics and group 

influences such as class, religion, race, and education – characteristics that are, by their 

nature long-term in their influence – was much more consequential for voter 

preferences for one or the other of the two major parties than the election campaign. 

Their widely cited conclusion is that ‘a person thinks politically as he is socially’ 

(Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1948, 27). A second volume followed from Berelson, 

Lazarsfeld and McPhee (1954): the authors extended the original sociological model, 

arguing that different social groups have different interests. As different groups see 

different parties as representing their interests, group members vote accordingly. As 

social characteristics are largely unchanging, this ‘Columbia school’ approach regarded 

electoral change as glacial, which was undoubtedly suitable for the fundamentally stable 

voter attitudes and behaviour in the United States during the late-1940s. However, 

significant voter volatility and shifts in the vote shares of the two American major 

parties from election to election in the early-1950s and beyond quickly rocked its 

empirical foundations (Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954).  

In its place, the party identification or ‘Michigan’ model, developed by 

Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes in The American Voter (1960), became the 

dominant theory for explaining voting attitudes and behaviour in the United States and 

Great Britain. The concept of party identification involves voters developing a long-

term psychological attachment to a party, though does not necessarily denote 

participation in party activities, the holding of a formal party membership, or support 

for the party in elections (Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960, 121).28  

                                                
28 The measurement of party identification is by way of citizen self-classification along a single 
continuum. For instance, in the United States, a seven-point scale ranks survey respondents from 
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An individual’s partisan affiliation has its origins in childhood and early 

adolescence, when family, social, and political orientations affect individual attitudes 

most strongly, in part, because the individual’s political orientation and preferences are 

at their weakest (Jennings and Markus 1984; Jennings and Niemi 1974; Jennings and 

Niemi 1981).29 As Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes observe (1960, 146-147), ‘an 

orientation toward political affairs typically begins before the individual attains voting 

age and … this orientation strongly reflects his immediate social milieu, in particular his 

family’. Simply put, according to this model, a parent imparts long-term psychological 

party attachment to their children as a sort of political inheritance. 

At the heart of this partisan loyalty, like any brand loyalty, is an evaluative bias 

labelled ‘selective perception’ by the model’s authors. Party loyalty serves as an 

evaluative screen through which voters assess political information in a way that 

reinforces their existing affinity, focusing only on that which is favourable to their point 

of view, while ignoring or distorting alternative information that might challenge that 

orientation.30 As Pomper (1975, 27) notes, ‘loyalty, like love, is blind, for the voter's 

vision is so fully shaped … that he sees only what supports his preconceptions’. As a 

result, party loyalists will usually view the presidential candidate representing ‘their’ 

party in a favourable light, both in political and personal terms (Bartels 2002a; Bartels 

                                                                                                                                          
strong/weak/independent Democrat, to pure independent, to independent/weak/strong Republican. A 
directional component asks survey respondents: ‘Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a 
Republican, Democrat, or what?’ For those that answer Republican or Democrat, a strength or intensity 
component asks: ‘Would you call yourself a strong (Republican/Democrat) or a not very strong 
(Republican/Democrat)?’ For those who answer Independent, or choose not to respond to the original 
question, a different follow-up question is posed: ‘Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or 
Democratic Party?’ 
29 In Great Britain, undergirding the individuals’ party choices are long-established group attachments, 
particularly class self-image, formed through the individuals home, school, work, social, and residential 
milieu: environments that are all class segregated (also see Franklin 1985, ch. 2). As Pulzer (1967, 98) 
famously observed: ‘social class is the basis of British party politics; all else is embellishment and detail’. 
30 Fiorina (1981, ch. 5) proposes an alternative model in which an individual’s party identification is a 
‘running tally’ of evaluations of political actors and events, used as a cognitive short cut to voting 
decisions. In this conception of party identification, voter behaviour is much more fluid as partisan 
affinities are responsive to party performance. According to Fiorina’s theory, some voters may even 
switch their identification in response to political events. For example, should a party appear incompetent 
then a voter may deem them no longer worthy of their support and develop a connection with another 
party (Sanders 2003, 241-242). On this debate see: Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002, 206; Lewis-
Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth, Weisberg 2008, 127; Miller and Shanks 1996, 144. 
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2002b; Bittner 2008, ch. 5; Garzia and De Angelis 2011; Graetz and McAllister 1987b, 

490-494; Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth and Weisberg 2008, 116-119). Party loyalists 

also tend to have issue positions consistent with those of ‘their’ party, either through the 

persuasive influence of party loyalties causing voters to adjust their issue positions, or 

the projection of their issue positions onto the parties’ stance (Converse and Markus 

1979; Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth and Weisberg 2008, 116-119). Finally, it is through 

this party filter that economic performance is assessed, generating favourable 

assessments when a preferred party is in office, and negative assessments when they are 

out of office (Anderson, Mendes and Tverdova 2004; Bartels 2000; Bartels 2002b; 

Conover, Feldman and Knight 1987; Duch, Palmer and Anderson 2000; Evans and 

Anderson 2006; Gerber and Huber 2009; Johnston, Thorson and Gooch 2010; Ladner 

and Wlezien 2007; Wlezien, Franklin and Twiggs 1997). 

The metaphor of the ‘funnel of causality’ is particularly useful for explaining 

this functional role of party identification (Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960, 

24-37; Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth and Weisberg 2008, 22-24). Consider a funnel 

composed of a mouth and stem leading into a nozzle – its axis a time dimension. This 

funnel contains a set of politically salient cues with the potential to influence voter 

behaviour in a single electoral race. Closest to the mouth of the funnel, and furthest 

from the immediate voting decision, are long-term political predispositions and 

characteristics such as class, race, education, and party attachments. Closest to the tip of 

the funnel, and temporally proximate to decision-making, are the issues of the 

campaign, the current economic climate, and candidate or leader images. Voter attitudes 

towards those short-term influences at the tip of the funnel will predict behaviour with 

regularity, but they fail to account for the underlying causes of voter preferences. 

Factors deep in the funnel, specifically a voter’s sense of attachment to a political party, 

function to determine voter attitudes towards those proximate factors by colouring an 
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individual’s perceptions of political matters. Party loyalists, then, do not neutrally weigh 

all alternatives during a campaign, but rather turn out and vote for their chosen party, as 

they blindly trust it to be the best. 

The overall result of short-term phenomenon brought into harmony with party 

attachments, is that party identification largely determines a voter’s behaviour. Most 

American and British voters had a commitment to one of the two major parties from the 

early-1950s to the mid-1960s that structured their vote (Butler and Stokes 1974, ch. 2; 

Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960; Denver 1994, ch. 2; Nie, Verba and 

Petrocik 1999, ch. 2).31 The party identification model does allow for short-term 

election specific influences, specifically from candidates (Stokes 1966).32 However, as 

these factors are typically ephemeral, a voter will likely return to their original party 

once they disappear. In other words, the self-reinforcing draw of party identification 

involves a sort of ‘homing tendency’ (Harrop and Miller 1987, 134). The longer a voter 

employs the selective assessment of political cues, the stronger their party affinity 

becomes as the act of voting for one’s party increases the strength of this standing 

predisposition (Converse 1969; Converse 1976; for a contrary view see Abramson 

1975). Furthermore, party identification promotes political involvement, as voters turn 

out to affirm their partisan affinity. Party identification reduces the costs of voting 

decisions in an otherwise complicated political world, where competing information and 

                                                
31 British voters have been shown to change their partisan commitment in tandem with their vote. Given 
near perfect correlations between party identification and vote direction, Budge, Crewe and Farlie (1976) 
questioned the usefulness of the concept. Butler and Stokes argue that less durability in identification than 
is found in the United States is largely due the electoral context. That is, American voters, on polling day, 
have to vote for an assembly of different offices at local, state, and federal spheres of government. Party 
identification, therefore, becomes a valuable cost-saving tool. By contrast, in Britain, voters need only 
cast a ballot for a single office at a single (national) level of government, so it is not nearly as important a 
filter of the political world. 
32 Examples of this candidate effect include a strong Republican landslide re-election in 1956 on the 
coattails of President Eisenhower’s popularity, and a strong Democratic swing in 1964, when Johnson 
was victorious in a landslide. If there were not some election specific influences included in the party 
identification model, it would predict that the Democratic Party would have won every election since the 
Great Depression, given they have a distinct advantage in the numbers of identifiers. Also considered in 
this logic must be relative levels of turnout among Democratic and Republican supporters. While 
identification is associated with turnout, Democratic identifiers relative to Republican identifiers, have 
historically turned out to vote in lower numbers, thereby explaining why the Democratic party have not 
had a perfect success rate in presidential elections (Converse 1966). 
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interpretations on issues, events, and actors abound (Abramson and Aldrich 1982; 

Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960, ch. 5; Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth and 

Weisberg 2008, 126-127; Verba, Nie and Kim 1978). The result, then, is that elections 

in this period are noteworthy for their ‘rock-like stability’ and predictability in voter 

attitudes and behaviour from election to election (Sarlvik and Crewe 1983, 30). 

The stability and resilience of party loyalties in the United States and Great 

Britain is explicable, at least in part, by plurality electoral rules affording voters few 

viable alternatives outside of the major party duopoly. By systematically advantaging 

the major parties and punishing minor parties, first-past-the-post electoral rules 

encouraged people to develop affinities with the two major parties and affirm that 

connection by voting consistently for one of the two major parties. The rules made it 

virtually unimaginable that a reasonable person would vote for a small party. It can be 

surmised, then, that American and British winner-take-all two-party systems virtually 

ensured strong party loyalties during the 1950s and early 1960s that, through a process 

of selective perception, produced a bedrock electoral setting and largely unchanging 

patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour.  

Thereafter, however, indicators of electoral change began to emerge, reflecting a 

pervasive rejection of parties by voters.33 The decline of partisanship in the United 

States is evident in fewer citizens than before reporting a party identification, and, 

perhaps more importantly, considerably weaker attachments among those still reporting 

partisan identities (Beck 1984, 244-245; Nie, Verba and Petrocik, 1999, 49-54; Pomper 

1975, 20-26; Scott and Hrbrenar 1984, 175-177; Wattenberg 1991, 39-46; Wattenberg 

1998, 23-28). The decline in overall levels of party identification in the United States is 

characterised by many voters shifting from weak party loyalty to leaner status. Pure 

                                                
33 Dealignment is not exclusively an American or British phenomenon. Several comparative studies of 
advanced industrial democracies highlight the increasing volatility of ‘habits of the heart’ such as party 
identification (Dalton 1984; Dalton 2000; Dalton, Flanagan and Beck 1984; Webb, Farrell and Holiday 
2002), and the fracture of sociological anchors (Dalton 2002; Franklin, Mackie, and Valen 1992). 



 

 

48 

independents as a cohort have grown only insignificantly.34 In other words, a pattern of 

voter dealignment from the political parties emerged in America – what Burnham 

(1970) called ‘electoral disaggregation’. Parties were ‘deteriorating’, ‘decomposing’, 

‘decaying’, and ‘declining’ – prompting one scholar to describe the period following the 

mid-1960s as an ‘anti-party age’ (Fishel 1978).35 In the years following the so-called 

‘era of dealignment’, though party identification has remained important for a 

significant number of voters, relative to the earlier steady-state period, its influence over 

the electorate as a whole has diminished. 

Given party loyalties act as an evaluative filter to the world of politics, only a 

series of profound crises and scandals in 1960s and 1970s, which, together, were de-

legitimating for political parties can be seen as the cause of partisan dealignment in the 

United States. More specifically, American voters experienced ever-deepening 

disillusionment over failed policies in Vietnam, race riots in cities with unsolved 

economic problems, and the actions of political elites in the Watergate and Irangate 

scandals which suggested they viewed themselves as above the law (Nie, Verba and 

Petrocik 1999, 59-64). To Nie, Verba and Petrocik, these political events created 

                                                
34 Some scholars have questioned the wisdom of dealignment as the relationship of vote to the strength of 
party commitments is not monotonic: that is, independents who reported a leaning to one of the major 
parties are actually more partisan in their voting behaviour than weak identifiers (Petrocik 1974). 
Conversely, Keith, Magleby, Nelson, Orr, Westlye, and Wolfinger (1992) argue that independent leaners 
behave more like independents than identifiers. Shively (1977) explained this ‘intransitivity’ through 
‘leaners’ reporting the party for which they planned to vote in the forthcoming elections, in response to 
the party identification question. As party leaners more often changed their party identification to align 
with their vote, the two were more strongly correlated than vote choice was with weak identification. In 
addition, some independent leaners may be more partisan than weak identifiers simply because they 
consider themselves more independent than weak identifiers (Weisberg 1980).  
35 A number of recent American studies have argued that parties have experienced a renewal of fortunes, 
as voters are increasingly partisan in their voting behaviour. The basis for these claims is that the 
proportion of ‘strong’ identifiers has increased to a level reasonably close to that observed during the 
1950s (Miller and Shanks 1996, 158) and the number of ‘pure independents’, which surged in the late-
1960s and early-1970s, has dropped to a figure comparable to the pre-1964 period (Bartels 2000, 37). The 
party identification-vote correlation in elections from the 1980s to the present day has also returned to the 
level found in the post-war period (Bartels 2000, 40; Sanders 2003). However, this argument is in error as 
it fails to incorporate non-voters, which is important as party loyalties have an important mobilising 
function, as weak or no partisan affinities decreases the likelihood of voter participation (Fiorina 2002, 
109-110). While the total number of independents, including both ‘leaners’ and ‘pure’ independents, 
among active voters has undoubtedly declined, across the electorate as a whole independents are at a level 
almost twice that of the steady-state period, when affinities were at their zenith (Nie, Verba and Petrocik 
1999, 49-54). 



 

49 
  

pervasive feelings of distrust of government and politics more generally, thus sowing 

the seeds of a growing disenchantment with the major political parties. This was due to 

both major parties being seen as complicit in, and having no solution to, the challenges 

of the period. These crises and shocks had their largest effects on the nascent party 

identities of new electors – those who had entered the electorate just prior to and during 

this turbulent period – as they had the weakest partisan attachments. These fledgling 

electors deserted their partisanship and new voters entered the electorate either with 

diminished partisanship, or none whatsoever, effectively reducing the numbers of 

partisans across the electorate as a whole (see Beck 1984, 246-252; Norpoth and Rusk 

1982). Overall, then, the turbulence of the 1960s and 1970s, marked by the emergence 

of sharply anti-partisan feelings, led to an aggregate decline in the importance of parties 

for the electorate en masse and an increase in political independence and voter 

volatility. They are political attitudes that were to have lasting effects on voting 

behaviour, evident to this day. 

Similar to these patterns in the United States, the stirrings of partisan change 

also became evident across the Atlantic in changes to Britain’s socio-political spectrum 

during the 1960s, this process deepening throughout the 1970s. Two major trends 

pertaining to the long-run determinants of the vote emerged in Great Britain. First, 

many scholars observed a weakening of class self-images – the basis of party allegiance 

– and a breakdown in class voting across the electorate as the political parties de-

emphasised their class connections (Butler and Stokes 1974, ch. 9; Clarke, Sanders, 

Stewart, and Whiteley 2004, 41; Crewe 1992a; Denver 1994, 60-72; Franklin 1985, ch. 

3; Rose 1980; Rose and McAllister 1986, ch. 3).36 Second, partisan dealignment in 

Great Britain has emerged primarily in terms of the declining strength of voter 

                                                
36 Heath, Jowell and Curtice (1985) say that the decline of class thesis is not convincing, arguing that 
class is still a major basis for party support. Their analysis differs from others in its proposal of a more 
sophisticated operationalisation of the concept of class and they distinguish between what they call 
'absolute' and ‘relative' class voting. They argue that in the context of class dealignment it is the later and 
not the former, which should concern us. 
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attachments. This erosion of party loyalty has occurred with ‘remarkable uniformity’ 

across the electorate meaning that young and old alike were affected (Crewe 1992b, 

144; also see Clarke and Stewart 1984, 692-694; Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whiteley 

2004, 41; Crewe, Sarlvik and Alt 1977, 142-147; Sarlvik and Crewe 1983, 333-336; 

Denver 1994, 53-54; for a contrary view see Heath and MacDonald 1988).37 Party 

identification has remained important for a significant number of voters, but, relative to 

the earlier steady-state period, its influence over the electorate as a whole has 

diminished. Echoing the political erosion of partisan affinities in the United States, 

signs of pervasive partisan dealignment became evident among the ranks of the British 

electorate during the 1970s – portending a trend of declining party loyalty that has 

continued to the present day and undermined the individual and aggregate stability of 

the earlier period (Crewe and Denver 1985). 

Fundamental to partisan dealignment in the United States and Great Britain is a 

significant number of voters showing a desire to break out of the two-party system. 

However, given that plurality electoral rules stymie votes for small parties, these 

increasingly disillusioned voters have no viable alternatives capable of capturing the 

presidency in US elections, or winning a parliamentary majority in the House of 

Commons. There has been substantial support for Britain’s Liberal Democrats at recent 

British general elections, but becoming an independent force in the parliament has 

remained elusive for the party. At the 2005 and 2010 general elections respectively, the 

Liberal Democrats obtained 24 per cent and 23 per cent of the votes, but they only 

secured a winning share of the vote in 10 per cent and nine per cent of the seats 

(Johnston and Pattie 2011, 18). The result is that, for most voters, the Liberal Democrats 

are not a realistic alternative to the major parties. As Russell and Fieldhouse (2005, 6) 

                                                
37 Crewe (1992b, 142) actually found that many Britons, even as they had started to vote for different 
parties, still called themselves party loyalists. In other words, many more Britons continued to think of 
themselves as Labour or Conservative than actually vote for them. Hence, there is a gentle decline in the 
percentage of party identifiers, but a steep decline in voters’ strength of identification.  
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conclude, ‘in the eyes of many voters, the Liberals remained very much a third party in 

a two-party system’. Minor party voting within this context, then, must be seen 

primarily as the short-lived product of major party ‘protest rather than principle’, and 

without the reward of an officeholder in return for their votes many third party voters 

will return to the major party fold in subsequent elections (Crewe 1982, 283). 

Furthermore, without the crutch of party identification, and as they are constrained by 

the lack of feasible alternatives in the first-past-the-post electoral system, 40 to 50 per 

cent of eligible voters in any given American Presidential or General British election, 

and 60 to 65 per cent in Congressional elections, have turned to abstention (Abramson 

and Aldrich 1982; Crewe, Fox, and Alt 1992, 24-30; Fiorina 2002, 109; Scott and 

Hrebenar 1984, 171-174).38 With voters fixed to the two-party system, the question 

becomes: what determines the preferences of those Americans and Britons who do 

regularly participate in elections?  

Given the dominance of the two main parties, many voter preferences have 

come to reflect, perhaps inevitably, a disaffection-based rejection of the two main 

parties, evident in the new predominance of short-term, election specific stimuli on the 

vote. These are factors that were once comprehended almost exclusively through the 

‘perceptual screen’ of party commitment. First, individuals are argued to cast their votes 

on the basis of election-specific performance issues and concerns (Franklin 1985, ch. 6; 

Himmelweit, Humphreys, and Jaeger 1985; Nie, Verba and Petrocik 1999, ch. 10).39 

Perhaps most important among these issues in the United States and Great Britain is 

individuals’ evaluations of the government’s management of the economy (Clarke and 

Stewart 1984; Crewe 1992a; Crewe 1992b; Fiorina 1981; Key 1966; Lewis-Beck 1988). 

Another evaluative process of increasing independent significance in voters’ electoral 

                                                
38 There is disagreement in the literature over whether turnout has declined. Most of this conflict revolves 
around the appropriate measurement of who is eligible to vote (see McDonald and Popkin 2001). 
39 In saying that, only a small minority of voters satisfy the prerequisites for issue voting: being familiar 
enough with the issues to have an opinion; knowing what the Government is doing on the issue; and, 
believing the parties differ on the issues (Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960, 94). 
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choices is the personal competence and abilities of party leaders and candidates, 

prompting the concurrent emergence of a ‘candidate-centred politics’ since the 1960s in 

the United States, and the ‘presidentialisation’ of parliamentary elections in Great 

Britain. As Wattenberg (1991, 2) observes, ‘the parties’ ability to polarize opinion into 

rival camps weakened, creating a vacuum in the structure of electoral attitudes. Voters 

were thus set politically adrift and subject to volatile electoral swings. Like nature, 

politics abhors a vacuum, and candidates are the most logical force to take the place of 

parties in this respect’. This is precisely because leaders’ characteristics are a relatively 

low cost evaluative criterion for voters. Reflecting increased levels of candidate-

oriented voting, divided government has become customary in the United States, as 

more voters than ever split ticket their ballot for different candidates in different offices 

(Wattenberg 1998, ch. 2). In short, the decline of partisan affinities in the context of 

American and British plurality electoral rules has propelled the emergence of short-term 

explanations of voter behaviour. 

 Overall, then, patterns of American and British voter behaviour reflect a context 

composed of plurality electoral rules and voluntary voting. Party loyalties, for a long 

time, dominated explanations of voter attitudes and behaviour within the constraints of 

American and British two-party systems. The decline in partisan affinities in the context 

of the two-party landscape in the United States and Great Britain has fuelled minor 

party votes as a negative form of protest and voters availing themselves of the 

opportunity to abstain from voting. At the same time, as voters have no options outside 

of voting for one of the major parties, dealignment has propelled the development of 

new theories to explain voting behaviour. That is, there is an emphasis on the rising 

independent impact of short-term factors on the vote, usually interpreted as reflections 

of an eroding ability of the two major parties to structure the vote. Simply put, in the 

absence of viable alternative parties, American and British voters must look to other 
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evaluative criteria – factors like the state of the economy and party leaders – to inform 

their decision-making. All told, then, there is a strong link in the United States and 

Great Britain between plurality and voluntary voting rules and patterns of voter attitudes 

and behaviour. In electoral systems with voting rules that force electoral participation 

and that provide voters with several viable alternatives for the expression of political 

disaffection these dynamics must be seen as promoting distinctly different sorts of voter 

assessments and voting choices. 

 

Voter opportunities, constraints, and incentives in Australia 

 

The background and operation of Australia’s electoral rules, observing fine-grained 

characteristics, and its interaction with the wider institutional context, is analysed in the 

following section. The focus is on the lower house Alternative Vote system, the upper 

house Single Transferrable Vote form of Proportional Representation, and the 

compulsory franchise.40 The aim is to introduce the Australian system and compare and 

contrast it with American and British majoritarian and voluntary voting contexts. As we 

will see, Australia’s institutional milieu imposes differential opportunity structures on 

voters, such that the patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour observed in Australia are 

expected to be decidedly different from those well established in the United States and 

Great Britain. In short, Australian electoral rules should mediate the ways that voters 

think and influence their conduct in elections in different ways than do American and 

British majoritarian and voluntary voting contexts. 

 

The Alternative Vote in the House of Representatives 

 

                                                
40 Australia also has a federal structure that divides governmental power across a Commonwealth 
government, six state governments, and two territory governments. 
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The Alternative Vote system was adopted at the Commonwealth level in Australia for 

House of Representatives elections following the election of a Nationalist government 

in 1917.41 Their election represented the first time since 1901 that a non-Labor party 

was in a position to overhaul an electoral system they had been actively pushing to 

change since 1914. For the non-Labor parties, AV promised to fix the problem of vote 

splitting, which was particularly acute where the Liberal and Country/National parties 

fielded candidates in the same constituency (Farrell 2003, 288; Farrell and McAllister 

2006, 39).42 As we will see, the adoption of this system has important consequences for 

political outcomes and, in turn, voter attitudes and behaviour. 

The House of Representatives currently has 150 single-member districts, each 

with roughly equivalent numbers of voters, and its members are appointed for a three-

year term. The Alternative Vote electoral system used in elections for this chamber is 

similar to American and British first-past-the-post systems, and belongs to the same 

group of majoritarian electoral systems, due to single-member districts and the electoral 

outcomes it creates. AV imposes a high electoral threshold as seats are allocated to 

candidates or parties who receive an absolute majority (50 per cent plus one) of the vote 

in a single district. As a result, the translation of votes into seats reveals a high level of 

disproportionality, which Farrell and McAllister (2006, 91) conclude is ‘broadly 

comparable’ with trends in single-member plurality systems. Australia’s two major 

parties also get a boost from AV.43 Among Australia’s non-major parties, only the 

                                                
41 Australia was the first country to use AV and today is one of only three democracies to use this system 
for national elections – the others are Fiji and Papua New Guinea. Preferential voting is also used in most 
Australian state elections. These systems are similar to the one used for elections to the House of 
Representatives. Only New South Wales and Queensland state elections are different as preferential 
voting is optional. In both states, its adoption was the result of the expected partisan gains that would 
accrue to the governing party from the system (Farrell and McAllister 2006, 55). 
42 Farrell and McAllister’s 2006 book, The Australian Electoral System: Origins, Variations, and 
Consequences, is an important contribution to the literature on the Australian electoral system and 
electoral systems more generally. It is the first comprehensive study of origins, development, operation 
and consequences of Australia’s electoral systems that also seeks to locate the Australian case in a 
comparative and theoretical context.  
43 The system produced a systematic bias in favour of the Liberal party in the 1949, 1955, 1958, 1963, 
1975, 1977, 1980, 1996 and 2001 elections. In each of these elections, the Coalition was awarded more 
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National Party of Australia, a junior parliamentary coalition partner of the Liberal party, 

but an independent electoral party, has been successful at regularly winning more seats 

than its share of the overall vote warrants (Farrell 2001, 63). The Nationals have been 

successful at winning seats, as their support base is concentrated in rural areas. Overall, 

then, as in the United States and Great Britain, it is generally difficult for non-major 

parties to win seats in the House of Representatives, unless they have geographically 

based support. It might be expected, then, that several patterns of voter attitudes and 

behaviour in Australia will reflect those observed in American and British electoral 

systems. 

However, unlike American and British plurality electoral rules, in which the 

voting act consists of marking an X next to the name of a preferred candidate, AV 

demands that voters rank-order the candidates on the ballot paper according to 

preference (1, 2, 3, 4 …).44 The allocation of preferences down the list of candidates is 

compulsory for House of Representatives elections with voters having to rank all parties 

or candidates – they must exhaust their ballot – even those ‘to whom they are totally 

opposed’ (Aitkin, Jinks and Warhurst 1989, 150).45 The counting of ballots to determine 

seat winners in AV proceeds as follows. If a single candidate secures a majority on the 

counting of first preferences (a plurality style count), then, they are declared the victor. 

Voters’ second and subsequent preferences are used when a single candidate does not 

                                                                                                                                          
seats than Labor despite having fewer votes (Farrell and McAllister 2008, 91). There was a systematic 
bias in the seats-to-vote ratio in favour of the Labor party between 1983 and 1993 (Farrell 2001, 63). 
44 The Commonwealth Electoral Act was amended in 1983 to permit votes that had non-consecutive 
numbering errors. A vote in the sequence of 1, 2, 2, 2, 2 was permitted under the amended Act. However, 
by 1998, this amendment had been scrapped following the highly publicised High Court case of activist 
Albert Langer. Langer encouraged non-consecutive numbering of the ballot even though its promotion 
was unlawful. A new subsection of the Act now states that for a vote to be valid the numbers must be 
‘consecutive, without the repetition of any number’. Voters may leave one box unranked as it can be 
determined to be the voter’s least preferred option. 
45 To assist voters in ranking the candidates, all of the parties distribute ‘how to vote’ cards on election 
day. Printed on these cards is a sample ballot that prompts voters to follow their preferred party’s order in 
allocating second and subsequent preferences. Lakeman (1974, 145-146) observes that forcing voters to 
assign preferences is contrary to the spirit of preferential voting for it replaces ‘choice’ with 
‘compulsion’. The compulsory ordering of preferences is also consistent with a commitment to 
compulsory voting laws, for, ‘if it were to be conceded that voters have the right to be indifferent in 
regard to a subset of candidates, it would seem to follow that voters have the right to be indifferent in 
regard to all candidates’ (Reilly and Maley 2000, 44).  
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have a majority following the counting of first preferences. If no candidate receives a 

majority, the candidate with the fewest number of first preference votes is eliminated 

and the second preferences expressed by their supporters are used to transfer the ballots 

among the remaining candidates. If, still, no candidate has a majority, the remaining 

candidate with the fewest number of votes is eliminated and their votes are reallocated 

in step with their supporters’ second preferences. If the voters’ second preference has 

already been eliminated from the count, their ballot is transferred to the next remaining 

candidate listed on the ballot. This process continues until a single candidate emerges 

with an outright majority (50 per cent plus one) of the vote. In short, the Australian 

ballot establishes a counting process that is decidedly different from a simple plurality 

voting system tally of candidate votes, which, in turn, has several important 

consequences for political outcomes and provides voters with a number of unique 

structural opportunities. 

Preferences often matter for the final election result and the number of 

parliamentary seats decided by preferences has risen in recent decades. A half century 

ago, Rydon (1956) found little evidence of preferential voting affecting election 

outcomes except in the distribution of seats between the non-Labor parties. More 

recently, Farrell and McAllister (2006, 81) found close to 60 per cent of single member 

districts in Australian lower house elections are decided by preferences. Occasionally, 

preferential voting can change the final election outcome and award seats to candidates 

with less than a plurality of the vote on the first count. Farrell (2001, 56-59) cites the 

electorate of Hinkler in Queensland at the 1998 election as an example. In a plurality 

style election, Cheryl Dorron of the ALP would have won the seat with 40 per cent of 

the vote, ahead of Paul Neville of the National Party on 37 per cent. However, to win 

the seat in AV requires a majority vote winner, so the count proceeded to the counting 

of preferences. Despite Dorron having led from the beginning of the count, Neville won 
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the seat on the fifth count as he received 62 per cent of the preferences from the final 

eliminated candidate. The final tally was Neville on 50.3 per cent of the vote, against 

Dorron with 49.7 per cent. Such results however are atypical, as they only happen in 

approximately 5 to 10 per cent of all the seats (Bean 1997a, 107). There are also cases, 

such as the 1961 and 1969 Australian federal elections, where had elections been 

operating under first-past-the-post electoral rules instead of the Alternative Vote, the 

results would have been reversed (Bean 1997a, 107). In short, preferential voting often 

proves influential and produces election results that are decidedly different from those 

in simple plurality electoral system.  

This system produces quite unique voter opportunities. In a plurality system, 

voters have only as single choice. Should that candidate not win the seat the voters’ 

ballot is wasted. In AV systems, ‘rather than a single “one shot” choice’ all voters 

potentially get a greater say in who represents them as they ‘indicate a range and 

graduation of preferences between parties and candidates’ (Reilly 2001b, 94). Even if a 

voter’s first preference is eliminated early in the count, the voter’s ballot will be 

transferred to other candidates according to their preferences until there is a winner. As 

Farrell and McAllister (2008, 85) note, in a preferential system, ‘if a voter’s most 

preferred candidate does not attract sufficient votes to be elected, the voter may still 

have an opportunity to determine the fate of the other candidates in the race’. Voters can 

also easily switch between candidates. Voters may retain a loyalty with one party by 

giving that party’s candidate a second preference, while, at the same time, giving their 

first preference to a candidate from another party. Such a strategic use of the ballot can, 

for some, represent the positive affirmation of the other party’s leadership or policies 

(Bowler and Farrell, 1991a; Bowler and Farrell 1991b). It can also represent a 

temporary outlet for the expression of political disaffection (Aitkin 1985, 93; Gow 

1990; McAllister and Bean 1990). Rank-ordering the candidates in this fashion is akin 
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to giving a preferred party an electoral ‘slap on the wrist’, without voters having to 

abandon ‘their’ party altogether. With voters expressing their disaffection in this way, 

preferential voting acts a ‘safety valve’ that functionally dampens voter dealignment 

overall (Bowler and Denemark 1993). Alternatively, voters can place their least 

preferred of the competing candidate last in the ranking on their ballot to prevent them 

from winning election (Farrell and McAllister 2006, 127). The result, overall, is that 

Australia’s lower house system is quite different from American and British plurality 

electoral rules, and provides voters with a set of opportunities not afforded their 

American and British counterparts, which is expected to have implications for several 

models developed within their plurality voting systems. 

 

Senate-style proportional representation 

 

Another feature of the Australian electoral landscape that offers a unique set of voter 

opportunities and that has the potential to affect several patterns of voter attitudes and 

behaviour is the Senate’s Single Transferable Vote form of Proportional Representation. 

This system has been in operation in Australia’s upper house of parliament since 

1949.46 PR-STV in Australia is currently overlaid on a total of eight multi-member 

districts for a total of 76 members. Each Australian state has 12 senators with six-year 

terms and six senators from each state are elected at a half-Senate election every three 

years.47 The Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory each have two 

                                                
46 It was preceded by the Block Vote, which was used in Senate elections from 1903 to 1919, and 
Preferential Voting, which was used in Senate elections from 1919 until 1949.  Both systems awarded a 
disproportionate share of seats to the majority vote winners in a given state. As a result, the make-up of 
the upper house during these periods closely reflected the composition of the lower house. PR-STV was 
adopted for the 1949 Senate election. It was introduced as, prior to this election, the Chifley Labor 
government expected to lose a majority in both houses. By changing the electoral system to PR-STV, the 
Labor government considered that there was a good chance they would be able to retain control of the 
Senate (Hughes 2000, 161). 
47 The size of the Senate was expanded in 1984 from 64 to 76, and, as a result, the number of seats to be 
filled in each statewide district at half-Senate elections was increased from 5 to 6. Sharman (1986) argued 
six senator contests would make it more difficult for minor parties and independents to control the 



 

59 
  

Senate seats, which are vacated at every federal election. Seats are awarded by the 

achievement of a quota of the total number of valid votes. The quota used by the Senate 

system is calculated via the Droop method. The formula for this method is the total 

number of formal votes in a district / (number to be elected from the district + 1) + 1.48 

In six senator elections this means that a party needs only 14.3 per cent of the vote to 

win a seat. In the two territories, the quota is 33.3 per cent of the vote. At a double 

dissolution election, all Senate seats are vacated and just 7.15 per cent of the vote is 

needed to secure representation.49 In any case, the electoral threshold in the Senate is 

below the 50 per cent plus one needed in the lower house and in American and British 

plurality electoral systems. The result is that the Senate is generally more of a ‘mirror of 

voters’ preferences’ (Bennett and Lundie 2007, 19). Overall, while majoritarian systems 

are punishing to small parties, they can be expected to win seats in the Australian 

Senate. 

Another key feature distinguishing PR-STV from American and British plurality 

electoral systems, and which is expected to have consequences for several patterns of 

voting behaviour, is the nature of voting. In the upper house, Australians may choose to 

either vote ‘below the line’, or, since 1984, ‘above the line’.50 The former involves 

assigning preferences to all of the candidates on the ballot according to individual 

                                                                                                                                          
balance of power in the Senate. Prior to expansion, a party could win three of the five seats with just over 
50 per cent of the votes. After expansion, to win four of six seats a party needs a minimum if 57.16 per 
cent of the vote. Stone (1998) argues that Sharman’s predictions have not materialised because of decline 
in Labor’s vote and the growth in support for minor parties since 1984. 
48 Adding one to the total following the division means that fewer seats remain after the first count. This 
slightly reduces the overall proportionality of the vote-seat translation compared to the Hare quota used 
by some proportional systems, but the system is still far more beneficial to minor parties than any of the 
majoritarian systems (Lijphart 1990; Lijphart 1994). 
49 A double dissolution election follows the simultaneous dissolution of the House of Representatives and 
the Senate. According to Section 57 of the Australian Constitution, a double dissolution election may be 
triggered if the House of Representatives and the Senate twice fail to agree on a piece of legislation. The 
rejected bill must have originated in the House of Representatives and there must be at least three months 
between the Senate blocking the bill for the first time and the House of Representatives passing it again. 
Also, a double dissolution election cannot take place within six months of the scheduled expiry of the 
term of the House of Representatives. 
50 ‘Above the line’ voting was introduced for the 1984 federal election to give voters the easy option of 
declaring a single preference and to increase the control of the major parties over the direction of voter 
preferences (Farrell and McAlister 2006, 65). Following the 1984 election, the number of invalid votes 
has declined (Jaensch 1995, 33-34). 
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preferences. As filling every box on the ballot paper can prove difficult for some voters, 

they are permitted three numbering errors before their vote is considered to be informal. 

The latter option involves placing a ‘1’ in a single party box (known as a ticket vote) 

and accepting the selected party’s preferred order.51 The preferences of those people 

who vote ‘above the line’ are formalised by reference to a schedule of the order of 

preferences submitted by each party to the Australian Electoral Commission in the 

weeks before the election. As in the lower house, voter preferences are used to 

determine seat winners in the Senate. Some candidates will have achieved a quota on 

first preferences and they are elected, and their surplus votes – those exceeding the 

quota – are transferred among the other candidates. The winning candidate’s surplus is 

transferred among the other candidates based upon either the party preferred order or 

the second preferences expressed by voters. If no candidate has reached a quota 

following the transfer, the candidate with the least number of votes is eliminated and 

their votes are transferred among the remaining candidates. This process continues until 

all of the vacancies are filled. As there is an element of chance involved in the selection 

of surplus votes – different random selections of votes will have different preference 

allocations – they are transferred among candidates at a fractional value, instead of at 

their full value (Wright 1980). The transfer value of surplus votes is calculated by 

dividing a winning candidate’s total number of surplus votes by the total of their first 

                                                
51 By having people select candidates rather than parties, PR-STV encourages politicians to seek a 
personal vote (Bowler and Grofman 2000; Katz 1984; Farrell 2001). However, the ticket voting option on 
the upper house ballot means that the Senate system has tended to expand the power of major party 
bosses. The number of candidates on the ballot can often extend beyond a manageable number. For 
instance, in the Australian Senate election of 1974, voters in New South Wales had to declare a 
preference for 74 candidates in order to cast a formal ballot (Reilly and Maley 2000, 44). The result, as 
Farrell and McAllister (2000, 25) observe, is that ‘a senatorial candidate needs to pay more attention to 
the party leadership than to his or her voters. A candidate for one of the larger parties placed high on the 
list is virtually guaranteed election. Therefore, the senatorial campaign is less about trying to win the 
hearts and minds of the Australian voters and more about winning the hearts and minds of party 
selectorates’. In this regard, the Senate system operates much more like a closed party list form of 
proportional representation than a Single Transferrable Vote electoral system. A voter in a closed-list 
form of proportional representation select from competing party lists, with no choice among the 
candidates. 



 

61 
  

preferences – this is known as the Gregory method.52 If vacancies should arise between 

elections, the party of the candidate who has abandoned their seat will select the 

replacement. In short, this system means that votes can be transferred among candidates 

of the same party and between different parties. 

The Senate’s status as a second chamber of parliament with relatively strong 

legislative powers is also expected to be important for voters and their strategic use of 

the ballot. The Senate’s legislative powers are derived from the Australian constitution. 

The only constitutional limit on the Senate is that senators cannot introduce money bills 

that impose taxation or appropriate funds. However, this limit is only procedural as the 

Senate can refuse to pass money bills, and its members can request that the House of 

Representatives make amendments to money bills before they will grant their passage.53 

In the words of Stone (2007, 1), the legislative powers of the House of Representative 

and Senate in the constitution are ‘equivalent’. The Senate’s legislative authority means 

that the executive must negotiate with members of the upper house in order to pass its 

legislation. The Senate has played a key role in shaping the government’s legislative 

output through moving amendments. For instance, the Howard government’s anti-

terrorist and security legislation was only passed following extensive negotiation with 

parties in the Senate (Bach 2003, 161-179). The Senate has also been effective in 

scrutinising the executive, especially through its estimates committees. Estimates 

committees meet in public and provide time for members of parliament to question 

public servants and ministers. These committees probed the Howard government on 

several issues: government claims that asylum seekers attempting to enter Australia by 

boat had threatened to throw their children overboard to stop the Navy from turning 

                                                
52 The Gregory method has been in use since the 1983 electoral reforms. Prior to the 1984 federal 
election, a random sampling method was used. A random sampling method is problematic, as one set of 
ballots could result in the election of one candidate, while another set could elect a different candidate. 
53 The ability of the Senate to delay and block legislation is restricted by Section 53 of the Australian 
Constitution. This section provides the executive with the ability to call a double dissolution election 
should the Senate twice refuse to pass a bill. 
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back their boats, the lead-up to the Iraq war, the State of Medicare, and the Australia-

United State Free Trade agreement (Evans 2005, 48-52). Minor party and independent 

senators and their control of the balance of power in the Senate, have played a key role 

in establishing an effective Australian Senate in practice (Sharman 1999). In sum, 

senators, especially those minor party and independent members of the upper house, can 

act as a check on governmental power. 

This system provides Australian voters with several unique structural 

opportunities not afforded voters in American and British majoritarian systems. In 

majoritarian systems, minor parties are, by and large, not capable of winning seats 

unless their support is geographically concentrated. In contrast, the Senate is a much 

more favourable electoral environment for minor parties. Voters may cast Senate votes 

for minor parties and reasonably expect that their vote will contribute to the election of 

a winning candidate. The potential also exists for voters to use the Senate as an 

alternative avenue for expressing political disaffection. Voters can express their major 

party disaffection in the upper house, while they retain a loyalty and vote for ‘their’ 

major party in the lower house (Bowler and Denemark 1993). At the same time, votes 

for different parties in the House and Senate, especially upper house votes for minor 

parties, can result in executive dominance being held in check (Bean and Wattenberg 

1998). In this way, the Senate acts as a partisan ‘safety valve’ and the major parties are 

unlikely to be dismissed wholesale by the electorate, as they are in the United States and 

Great Britain, for being arrogant and removed from the concerns of the people (Bowler 

and Denemark 1993). The distinctive opportunities inherent in the upper house ballot 

are expected to have significant implications for the dynamics of several patterns of 

voter behaviour observed in the context of American and British majoritarian electoral 

rules. 

 



 

63 
  

Compulsory voting 

 
 
Compulsory registration and compulsory voting are other features of the Australian 

electoral landscape that make the system distinct from the United States and Great 

Britain and establish the potential for differential patterns of voter attitudes and 

behaviour. Voter registration has been compulsory since 1911 and, therefore, for much 

of Australia’s federated history. Registration was made compulsory in order to increase 

the size of the electorate, which it did by approximately half a million between the 1911 

election and the 1913 election (Farrell and McAllister 2006, 123). While registration 

has been compulsory, it has not been automatic. The burden of registration sits with the 

wider public, though the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) does absorb much of 

that load. The AEC sends all eligible voters a registration card shortly after their 17th 

birthday. All the individual has to do is fill-out the registration card and mail it back to 

the Electoral Commission. Manual registration in Australia means that voter registration 

has been far from universal, but total enrolment is still around 80 per cent of the voting 

age electorate (Farrell and McAllister 2006, 123). That means approximately 20 per 

cent of voting age individuals – a sort-of hidden electorate – are not enrolled and are 

unable to vote. Some of the voting age non-enrolment is due to immigrant non-citizens 

who cannot enrol to vote until they are nationalised (Farrell and McAllister 2006, p. 

123). There is also another group of voting age non-enrolled persons whose ranks are 

predominantly composed of the young (18 to 24 year olds) (McAllister 1985). They can 

vote but do not because they are seemingly alienated from the political system. Of the 

eligible population, then, between 90 and 95 per cent are enrolled (Mackerras and 

McAllister 1999, p. 219). This means between five and ten per cent of eligible voters 

who should be registered are not on the electoral roll.  
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Compulsory voting was introduced at the federal level in 1924. The change to 

compulsory voting was influenced by the argument that compulsory voting laws would 

allow political parties to spend less time on mobilisation efforts and dedicate more time 

to attracting voters to their cause (Aitkin, Jinks, and Warhurst 1989, 152). Compulsory 

voting compels all eligible members of the public to participate in the electoral process 

by imposing strictly enforced monetary penalties on abstention. All non-voting in 

Australia, which is defined as not attending the polls and having your name marked off 

the electoral roll, attracts an inquiry from the Australian Electoral Commission.54 A 

citizen who fails to provide a satisfactory reason for their abstention is required to pay a 

small monetary penalty ($A20). If neither payment of the fine, nor an acceptable reason 

for abstention is supplied, the citizen may be taken to court and the sanction increased 

to $A50, plus any legal costs. Compulsory voting laws in Australia, then, provide 

incentives to participate, and establish that it is not feasible for citizens to abstain – as 

they may in the United States or Great Britain. 

Compulsory voting laws in Australia have ensured that especially large numbers 

of enrolled citizens participate in elections. Of the enrolled citizenry, which is between 

90 and 95 per cent, compulsory voting laws are effective to propel almost all to attend 

the polls, with an average turnout level between 90 and 95 per cent in federal elections 

(Bean 1986, 58; Jackman 1997, 2). That means between 80 and 90 per cent of the total 

number of eligible voting age population in Australia, and between 60 to 65 per cent of 

the total voting age population, turn out to vote in Federal elections. Of the relative few 

who do not turn out to vote, most have a satisfactory reason for their absence, as less 

than one per cent of all eligible citizens actually receive a fine (McAllister, Mackerras, 

and Boldiston 1997, 72).55 In contrast, turnout in American and British voluntary 

                                                
54 If someone cannot make it to the polling place on election day, they may vote at one of several voting 
booths set up in the weeks before the election or cast a postal ballot. 
55 The Australian Electoral Commission will accept almost any reasonable explanation for non-attendance 
at the polls. Examples of satisfactory explanations include: being overseas at the time of the election, 
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systems is typically around half of the eligible voting age population, with most of the 

abstainers having low levels of interest in politics and low levels of education (Brody 

1978, 301; Parry, Moyser and Day 1992; Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). There 

are, at least, an additional 30 per cent of people voting in Australian elections, who do 

not vote in the United States and Great Britain and likely would not vote if they did not 

have to. The people added to the active electorate by compulsory voting laws are 

generally less politically interested and informed than those who are voluntary 

participants (Shineman 2009, 8). The general contention, then, is that compulsory 

registration and voting laws ensure a larger number of citizens will turn out in Australia 

than do in the United States and Great Britain, including low interested and low 

educated individuals who do not vote in voluntary systems. 

At the same time, despite compelling politically disinterested individuals to 

attend the polls, Australians, overall, have a higher level of interest in politics than 

Americans and Britons (McAllister 1992, 33-34). Compulsory voting laws have helped 

to generate and sustain relatively high levels of political interest in Australia, as, if they 

are forced to vote, people have an incentive to engage with the political and electoral 

process. By forcing people to interact with government and politics through the act of 

voting, compulsory voting has also helped to sustain relatively high levels of 

partisanship (Aitkin 1985, 92; Marks 1993, 141; McAllister 1992, 39; McAllister 

2002a, 387-388; Mackerras and McAllister 1999, 229-230), as well as high levels of 

trust and efficacy in government in Australia (Donovan, Denemark and Bowler 2007).  

Compulsory voting, then, establishes a duality. On the one hand, it sustains high 

levels of interest in politics and partisanship across the electorate as a reflection of the 

requirement to vote and think about the political parties. Yet, on the other hand, it also 

forces many people to attend the polls who would not vote if given a choice. Thus, 

                                                                                                                                          
having tried to vote but failed due to change of address, and membership of a religious order that 
prohibits voting. 
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despite overall high levels of political interest in Australia, near full participation means 

that people who stay home on election day in the United States and Great Britain will 

turn out to vote in Australia. By drawing those individuals who do not participate in the 

United States and Great Britain into the active electorate, the potential exists for several 

unique and distinctive patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour in Australia. The 

questions that arise, then, are: what effect does the inclusion of greater number of 

people who would otherwise not vote have on the overall use of the tactical 

opportunities provided by the Australian system? Do these elements of compulsion 

mean that increased numbers of voters are encouraged to explore attitudinal and 

behaviour outlets for their concerns in preferential voting and proportional 

representation? And, finally, to what evaluative measure do these individuals turn when 

forced to vote? 

In short, then, the Australian context establishes a set of voter opportunities and 

constraints distinctive from those in American and British plurality and voluntary 

voting system. The Alternative Vote for the House of Representatives is similar to 

American and British plurality electoral system, as it tends to produce disproportionate 

electoral outcomes. However, preferential voting in the lower house has tactical 

potential for voters as voters can express preferences for multiple candidates. Should a 

voter’s most preferred candidate be unsuccessful, their ballot is easily transferred to 

their next most favoured candidate. This means that there are fewer wasted ballots in 

AV than in first-past-the-post systems. Voters can also use the ordering of their 

preferences to signal approval or disapproval of party performance. The Single 

Transferable Vote form of Proportional Representation used in the Senate positions 

minor parties as viable political alternatives. Upper house proportional representation 

may also function to channel voter disaffection into unconventional avenues that are not 

available in alternative contexts. Finally, compulsory voting laws ensure that virtually 
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all eligible citizens turn out to vote, including the least politically interested citizens 

who abstain in American and British voluntary contexts. The re-examination of several 

American and British models of electoral behaviour in Australia, then, can be expected 

to demonstrate several distinctive patterns of voter behaviour that are the product of a 

unique set of electoral rules.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, electoral rules have a fundamental role in shaping voter attitudes and 

behaviour. Models arising out of the United States and Great Britain, which emphasise 

the increasing electoral impact of short-term factors in an era of declining party 

loyalties, fundamentally reflect the lack of alternatives provided by their majoritarian 

electoral contexts. The Australian context, which combines the Alternative Vote and a 

Single Transferrable Vote form of Proportional Representation, in conjunction with 

compulsory voting laws, presents a vastly different array of voter opportunities. The 

implication is that by re-examining models of voter behaviour developed in the US and 

Great Britain, in Australia, we should observe distinctive patterns of effects, giving us 

an insight into the role of electoral rules in shaping electoral attitudes and behaviour.  

As American and British models of voting behaviour reflect their majoritarian 

electoral rules, they provide a framework for the analysis of Australian voter attitudes 

and behaviour. The party identification model, which has since become a dominant 

theory in voter behavioural research and shaped almost all subsequent inquiry in both 

the United States and Great Britain, posits that voter attitudes and behaviour are the 

product of an individual’s psychological identification with one of the major parties. 

However, evidence began to emerge that indicated voters’ party loyalties were decaying 

due to a host of shocks or crises. Dealignment entails voters having a desire to explore 
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electoral alternatives, but no party is likely to be viable outside of the two major parties 

in a first-past-the-post system. As third parties are, by and large, not capable of winning 

seats, minor party voting represents a disaffection based rejection of the two major 

parties, rather than the positive affirmation of third party appeals. Rather than support 

an unappealing major party alternative, or waste their votes, many American and British 

citizens chose to abstain from voting. For those voters who do participate in elections, 

political preferences have inevitably come reflect short-term factors such as economic 

conditions and party leader evaluations. The new predominance of short-term, election 

specific stimuli on the vote is reflective of the decline in the ability of party loyalties to 

structure the vote and the lack of feasible alternatives in plurality electoral systems.  

The Australian system is quite different and voters confront a different set of 

structural opportunities in the ballot box. While American and British voters choose a 

single candidate for each office, Australian voters express preferences for multiple 

candidates. Preferential voting means that even if their preferred candidate is not 

elected, the voter’s ballot will be transferred to a more viable candidate and help 

determine who wins and who loses. This establishes an opportunity for voters to signal 

approval or disdain of leader personality and party performance through the strategic 

ordering of preferences in the lower house. The Single Transferrable Vote form of 

Proportional Representation affords voters the opportunity to cast votes for viable minor 

parties. Voters may also use the upper house as an outlet for their expression of political 

disaffection and to impose limits on executive decision-making. The equivalent process 

in the United States and Great Britain is to vote for one of the two major parties or vote 

for a non-viable minor party before abstaining. Finally, compulsory registration and 

voting laws help to ensure that a significantly larger portion of the electorate, many of 

who are disinterested in politics, turns out and votes in Australia than in the United 

States and Great Britain. The nexus of electoral rules and voter attitudes and behaviour 
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means that patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour in the United States and Great 

Britain will not be the same in Australia’s institutional setting. 

The overall question raised by this chapter, then, is: what does the Australian 

electoral context mean for patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour? Following 

American and British models of voter behaviour developed in the context of plurality 

and voluntary electoral rules, a rise in the salience of the economy and leaders flows 

from voter dealignment and minor party voting is considered a form of short-term 

protest. Yet, the Australian system provides several opportunities for voters that the 

American and British systems do not, such that the Australian system may well 

engender distinctive patterns of effects. To focus on how voter attitudes and behaviour 

are influenced by their institutional environment an empirical investigation using survey 

research data is undertaken. This task is to be pursued in Chapters Four though Six, in 

which models of minor party, economic and leader-oriented voting arising out of the 

United States and Great Britain are re-analysed in the Australian context. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MINOR-PARTY VOTING 

This chapter explores the influence of electoral rules on voter behaviour by assessing 

how minor party support varies across political systems with different institutional 

frameworks.56 Australia’s political system combines distinctive rules for its two 

parliamentary chambers. The Alternative Vote (AV) system, used to elect members to 

the lower house, establishes a much lower likelihood of minor party success than the 

Single Transferable Vote form of Proportional Representation (PR-STV) used to elect 

senators to Australia’s upper house. At the same time, votes for both chambers are cast 

within the framework of compulsory voting laws. Across these three sets of influences, 

this chapter asks whether votes for minor parties in the Australian context can be seen 

as the product of the same reactive, major party disdain that traditionally explains third 

party support in the United States’ and Great Britain’s single-member plurality and 

voluntary voting systems, or, instead, are a reflection of Australia’s lower threshold for 

electoral victory, and, therefore, indicative of more positive or purposive voter 

preferences. The Alternative Vote system, because it imposes a relatively high electoral 

hurdle for attaining office, is hypothesised to: 

 

 Produce minor party votes cast as a negative form of protest against the 

established two-party system – roughly comparable to minor party voting in the 

United States and Great Britain.  

 

                                                
56 This chapter uses third party, minor party, and small party interchangeably as terms for non-major party 
alternatives. They refer to those parties/candidates not considered one of the dominant parties in a 
political system, or part of a coalition that remains viable inside or outside of government. This means 
that the National Party of Australia is not considered a minor party. This is because the Nationals have 
long been considered a junior partner of the Liberal party, especially in the Federal sphere. Furthermore, 
the National Party of Australia has historically been the dominant Coalition partner in Queensland, and, 
recently, the Liberal and National parties in Queensland affirmed their standing Coalition arrangement by 
forming the Liberal National Party. On the other hand, Britain’s Liberal Democrats is a minor party as, 
despite currently forming a governing coalition with the Conservative Party, it is autonomous and does 
not have a standing Coalition agreement with either of the major parties. 
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At the same time, it is expected that:  

  

Voters in the Australian Senate cast their ballot to support a minor party 

candidate with a realistic chance of securing elected office.  

 

These votes may well enable a minor party to hold the balance of power in the Senate 

and act to limit major party governing hegemony. Australian voters who are aware of 

the differential proportionality of the two Australian ballots, may even strategically cast 

major party votes in the House – where the two big parties are the only realistic 

competitors – and minor party votes in the Senate – where the small parties have a 

realistic chance of winning. As a result, rather than being purely the expression of 

outright disdain for mainstream politics, it is hypothesised that: 

 

 Minor party voting in Australia has a more positive and purposive quality than it 

does in the United States and Great Britain. 

 

 The chapter begins by sketching the assumptions of models of minor party 

support in the American and British plurality electoral rules and voluntary voting 

systems, to provide an analytic point of comparison for the Australian analysis. It, then, 

turns to Australia, drawing out the basic features of the system and its consequences for 

the nature of minor party voting. Finally, there is an examination of time series 

aggregate data from 1949 to 2007, individual level descriptive data from1987 to 2007, 

and the specification and estimation of cross-sectional models of lower house and upper 

house minor party voting in Australian federal elections from 1993 to 2007. To help 

unravel the host of sensibilities that prompt minor party support in the House of 

Representatives and the Senate, models for consistent minor party votes (votes for 
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minor parties in both the House and Senate) and split ticket voting (votes for one party 

in the House and a different party in the Senate) are also tested. The focus of this 

analysis is the ways that patterns of minor party support can be seen as reflecting the 

distinctive rules that govern Australia’s electoral process. 

 

Minor party voting in single-member plurality systems 

 

As established in Chapter Three, party loyalties in both the United States and Great 

Britain have undergone marked decline in the period since the mid-1960s. A sense of 

political independence has spread across the electorate, providing fertile ground for 

minor party appeals and an impetus for voters to break the mould of two-party 

competition and explore electoral alternatives. The problem is that even with an 

increased willingness from voters to entertain alternatives, third parties remain unviable 

as an electoral option within American and British single-member plurality or first-past-

the-post electoral systems. By imposing a winner-takes-all logic that rewards only the 

party with the most votes, the single-member plurality or first-past-the-post electoral 

system imposes a daunting threshold, which virtually ensures that small parties will not 

win representation. For example, at the 1992 US presidential elections, H. Ross Perot 

won 18.9 per cent of the vote, but failed to win a single electoral college vote.57 The 

                                                
57 The Electoral College system used to elect the United States’ president is particularly punishing to 
minor party candidates. This system, in Bell’s (1977, 105-106) words, ‘militates against minor party 
candidates’. The overall winner in US presidential elections is determined by securing a majority of state 
wide electoral college votes tallied across the nation, rather than the overall popular vote. Maine and 
Nebraska award electoral college votes on the basis of a congressional district method. In this method, the 
winner of the popular vote in each congressional district receives one electoral college vote, and all 
remaining electoral college voters are awarded to the winner of the state wide popular vote. In all other 
states, however, electoral college votes are awarded to the plurality vote winner. A winning candidate 
must have their vote spread throughout the country and support needs to be strong enough to top the polls 
in several dozen states. A strong regional base of support, while helping to gain a few electoral votes, will 
not be enough to capture the presidency. By the same token, sparse voter support across the nation, even 
if sufficient to finish second or third in all states, means a candidate will not secure any electoral college 
votes. The only way that minor parties might be advantaged by this system is if they can win enough 
electoral college votes so that no single candidate wins a majority. In this scenario, a third party would 
have leverage over the major parties in their ability to trade electoral votes for a cabinet position or policy 
concessions (Gillespie 1993, 30).  
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only realistic way for a minor party to gain representation is through a geographically 

concentrated base that arises from being the dominant party in a particular region. The 

Scottish National Party, for example, typically wins marginally less than one per cent of 

the overall vote at British general elections, but, as their support is concentrated in a 

handful of constituencies, they usually win a handful of seats (Berrington 1985).  

 Third parties in the United States and Great Britain also confront a series of 

flow-on effects from plurality electoral rules that further diminish their capacity to 

present themselves as feasible alternatives to the electorate. With little prospect of 

success, third parties suffer from a reduced capacity to collect monetary resources and 

build elite support, both of which are crucial for electoral competitiveness in an era 

where expensive television advertising is indispensable for building electoral salience 

and support (Berrington 1985, 442; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 27-33).58 In 

the United States, third party candidates must spend significant time and resources 

elsewhere as each state has unique ballot access requirements including for the 

collection of signatures, the rules governing qualification as a valid signatory to a ballot 

petition, as well as filing dates: third party presidential candidates must, in effect, 

overcome fifty-one distinctive bands of bureaucratic hurdles in order to be included on 

the ballot in each state and the District of Columbia (Bell 1977, 104-105; Gillespie 

1993, 34-35; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 19-25). As a reflection of their low 

electoral profiles, third parties also receive less media coverage than the major parties, 

with the reporting that does focus on them tending to reinforce the notion that a vote for 

a third party candidate is a ‘wasted vote’ – one that has next to no chance of 

contributing to the election of a winning candidate (Gillespie 1993, 33; Rosenstone, 

                                                
58 In the United States, public funding contributions are accessible only to third-party campaigns who 
appear on the ballots of a minimum ten states and win at least five per cent of the vote (Gillespie 1993, 
31; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 25-27). These funds are often only allocated following the 
election. One of the oft cited reasons for the relative success of Ross Perot in the 1992 presidential 
election was his personal wealth, which enabled him to overcome many of the obstacles that befall less 
affluent third party candidates (Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, ch. 9). 
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Behr and Lazarus 1996, 33-37). These flow-on factors reinforce the punishing effects of 

the plurality electoral system. 

 Single-member plurality systems are especially crippling to minor parties, 

rendering votes for them as symptomatic of voter hostility towards the two dominant 

parties. Minor parties are seen primarily as catchments of short-term disaffection and 

major party protest, not purposive, loyalty-based support. As Rosenstone, Behr and 

Lazarus (1996, 126) note, faced with non-viable third alternatives, Americans vote for 

minor parties only as a ‘path of last resort’. As third party candidates have virtually no 

chance of winning office, to vote for them is ‘an extraordinary act that requires the voter 

to reject explicitly the major parties’ (Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 15), 

Similarly, in Great Britain, minor party voting has been characterised as a vote of 

‘departure rather than arrival’ (Himmelweit, Humphreys and Jaegar 1985, 159). Even 

Britain’s Liberal Democrats, a third party that has persisted for the best part of a 

century, and entered into a coalition government arrangement with the Conservative 

party following the 2010 general election, lack a distinct social base of support (Clarke 

and Zuk 1989; Crewe 1982; Russell and Fieldhouse 2005). The Liberal Democrats, as 

with other minor parties, must ‘wait for its main rivals to make political mistakes and 

lose support before it can profit by winning over voters’ (Whiteley, Seyd and 

Billinghurst 2006, 318). The overall result, then, reflected in a half century of research, 

is that votes cast for a third party in the American and British electoral system, by and 

large, reflect voters’ deep-seated repudiation of the status quo.  

 Minor and third party support also tends to be sporadic and ephemeral in 

American and British plurality systems. For instance, since the Second World War, only 

three third party presidential candidates – George Wallace, John Anderson and H. Ross 

Perot – have won more than 5 per cent of the vote, and only Perot was able to back up 

his success in the next election (Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, ch. 3). In saying 
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that, Perot’s share of the vote in the 1996 election (8.4 per cent) was less than half what 

it was in the 1992 contest. Support for the Liberal Democrats in Great Britain is, by and 

large, at its highest between elections and declined in the lead up to elections. The 

Liberal Democrats are ‘basically a vehicle for “safe” protest – a means by which voters 

dissatisfied with the status quo could voice their discontent in the interims between 

elections before deciding which major party would best serve their interests’ (Clarke 

and Zuk 1989, 217; also see Lebo and Young 2009; Norris and Feigert 1989). In other 

words, minor party support is ‘easy come, easy go’ (Crewe 1982, 290). The shifting 

nature of Liberal Democrats’ support, and the feeling that the party could not win or 

could not form the next government, meant that voters in many districts at the 2005 and 

2010 general elections cast their ballots for the major parties (Russell and Fieldhouse 

2005; Cutts 2012). In short, American and British voters, having been convinced that 

the third party route is a road to nowhere, are dissuaded from supporting a minor party 

camp at subsequent elections. 

 Several major party performance related factors cause voters to turn away from 

the two-party system and towards a third party alternative in protest. A voter may be 

pushed from an established party when they feel that their standing on a particular issue 

is not reflected by the positions of the major parties or the parties simply neglect the 

issue entirely (Abramson, Aldrich, Paolino and Rohde 2000; Clarke and Zuk 1989; 

Donovan, Bowler and Terrio 2000; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 163).59 Poor 

economic performance can also lead to disaffection with the incumbent and has been 

especially conducive to third party success (Chressanthis and Shaffer 1993; Norpoth 

1992; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 167-168; for a contrary view see Clarke and 

                                                
59 The most significant influence for third parties in the United States and Great Britain is their ability to 
focus attention on issues and to get the major parties to respond and address those concerns for electoral 
advantage (Gillespie 1993, 19; Hirano and Snyder 2007; Mazmanian 1974, 143; Rapoport and Stone 
2005; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 43-44). Afterwards, so the argument goes, the third party no 
longer serves a purpose and disappears. In this regard, 'third parties are like bees; once they have stung, 
they die' (Hofstadter 1955, 97). 
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Zuk 1989; Lebo and Young 2009). Finally, as electoral contests are progressively 

candidate-oriented affairs, a third party provides a more attractive alternative when the 

candidates nominated by both major parties are viewed with disfavour (Allen and Brox 

2005; Donovan, Bowler and Terrio 2000; Gold 1995; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 

1996, 169). 

 Though there are several factors that limit the potential for a purposive minor 

party vote in the United States and Great Britain, minor party voting is not wholly 

protest voting and positive support may be drawn from the electorate. For instance, third 

parties often attract support through their focus on neglected or niche issues that cannot 

be easily adopted by the mainstream parties (Gillespie 1993, 19; Hirano and Snyder 

2007; Mazmanian 1974, 143; Rapoport and Stone 2005; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 

1996, 43-44).60 An ‘attractive’ minor party candidate that is viewed by the public as 

experienced and competent can, according to some scholars, increase the chances that 

voters will defect to a third party (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whiteley 2004, 100; 

Crewe 1982; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 170-175; Studlar and McAllister 

1987; Whiteley, Seyd and Billinghurst 2006, 152). Having said that, even with a 

particularly ‘attractive’ leader, minor parties’ relatively narrow sources of funding, and 

their dismissive coverage by the media, are not conducive to gaining significant positive 

support or name recognition for the leader. A small core of loyalists also throws their 

unconditional support behind minor party candidates (Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 

1996, 174-175). Minor party allegiance, though, has been shown to be quite weak and 

susceptible to volatility (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whitely 2004, 187; Clarke and 

Zuk 1989; Crewe 1982, 281; Studlar and McAllister 1987). ‘A voter who may call 

himself Liberal Democrat today is quite likely to call himself Tory, Labour or 

something else tomorrow’ (Lebo and Young 2009, 97).  
                                                
60 Often major parties in the United States co-opt a popular minor party’s issues for electoral advantage. 
Once this happens, so the argument goes, the third party no longer serves a purpose and disappears. In 
this regard, 'third parties are like bees; once they have stung, they die' (Hofstadter 1955, 97).  
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 In sum, American and British plurality electoral rules impose structural 

constraints on minor parties that make it difficult for minor parties to achieve salience, 

to attract support and to win seats. These barriers render minor party support 

predominantly a statement of disaffection from the major parties and the electoral 

system that protects their hegemony. As a rejection of the major parties, rather than an 

endorsement of third party appeals, minor party voting under plurality rules almost 

always rises to prominence when voters feel that the two major parties have failed – in 

their standing on issues, in managing the economy, or in the selection of candidates. 

 

Electoral structures and minor parties in Australia 

 

Australia has a different set of electoral rules with the potential to engender distinctive 

forms of minor party voting. The focus of this section is to outline this framework, 

which renders distinctive viabilities for minor parties across two parliamentary 

chambers and its consequences for minor party support. Given their different electoral 

rules, minor party support is expected to assume a different character across the two 

chambers. On one hand, the Alternative Vote system in the House of Representatives is 

crippling to minor parties’ electoral prospects and, as such, voter support in this 

chamber is expected to closely echo the American and British patterns of major party 

disdain. On the other hand, the Senate provides a distinctly more conducive 

environment for minor parties, with their support expected to reflect that inclusivity by 

assuming a more positive, purposive flavour than in the American and British single-

member district plurality systems. 

 The Alternative Vote system in the House of Representatives is used in tandem 

with single-member districts, ensuring no reward of office to any candidate but the 

majority vote winner. Within this system a seat winner must gain 50 per cent plus one 
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of the votes, which has proven, historically, quite difficult for minor parties (Papadakis 

and Bean 1995). Minor parties have only ever won two seats in the House of 

Representatives. The first was won by the Greens in the 2002 Cunningham by-election 

and the second, again won by the Greens, was in the district of Melbourne at the 2010 

federal election.61 Independent candidates have proven relatively more successful at 

winning seats – 34 in Australian lower house elections – although they too have often 

relied on preferences to overtake major parties (Reilly 2001b). Many of the independent 

candidates had previously been elected under a party label, which allowed them to 

develop a personal connection to local constituents sufficient to attract broad-based 

support (Stock 2006, 274). Overall, AV imposes high electoral thresholds that virtually 

guarantee the two major party groupings will occupy an overwhelming majority of the 

seats in the lower house.  

 However, the requirement that people cast their vote by numbering all of the 

candidates on the ballot has been credited with positioning minor parties and their 

supporters as pivotal in the electoral process. As Richmond (1978, 321-322) notes, 

‘single member constituencies provide little opportunity for minor parties, unless a 

preferential system of voting is used, as in Australia. This system is a boon for small 

parties’. Except where minor parties have geographically concentrated support, they are 

not expected to regularly win seats in AV. And yet, a minor party vote that is often a 

total waste in a plurality electoral system, can, in Australia’s lower house, prove 

influential for determining seat winners and losers by forcing voters to express another 

preference. We know that the number of parliamentary seats decided by preferences has 

increased in recent elections, so election officials are turning more and more to voters’ 

second and subsequent preferences. The counting procedure for AV involves the 

                                                
61 The Greens candidates did not win a majority of the vote on first preferences alone in either electoral 
successes, but rather benefitted from the flow of preferences from other parties. For instance, at the 2002 
Cunningham by-election Greens candidate, Michael Organ, won just 23.03 per cent of the primary ballot 
while Labor party incumbent Sharon Bird won 38.13 per cent. Only with reallocated votes from other 
candidates in the district was Organ able to eclipse Bird. 
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elimination of the candidate with the fewest number of first preference votes – 

invariably a small party – and the transfer of their ballots to the remaining candidates 

according to the next preferences expressed by the voters. This process continues until 

one candidate emerges with an outright majority. So, even though a minor party voters’ 

first preference may have been eliminated, their ballot is not wasted, as it will be 

transferred to a more viable alternative – usually a major party candidate.  

 The later preferences of minor party supporters can play a key role in deciding 

electoral outcomes. Perhaps the most famous example of the influence of minor party 

preferences occurred in the 1990 election when the leadership of the Australian Labor 

Party actively encouraged environmentally concerned citizens to give their first 

preference to a minor party, whilst ensuring they directed their next preference to the 

government (Bowler and Denemark 1993, 20; Gow 1990; McAllister and Bean 1990; 

Papadakis and Bean 1995; Reilly 2001b, 88). In this election, the ALP was the 

beneficiary of something like two-thirds of all lower house preference distributions 

from the Australian Democrats and the Greens, which helped them to retain government 

(Reilly 2001b, 88). 

 Minor parties have also successfully exploited the preferential system for their 

own ends. The Democratic Labor Party used the preferential system to prevent the 

Australian Labor Party from forming government between 1955 and 1972 by directing 

its supporters to give their second preferences to the Liberal or Country party (Bennett 

1996, 53; Mackerras 1970; Reilly 2001b, 88; Wright 1986). Several minor parties have 

engaged in deal making with the major parties. The result of this brokerage has been 

policy concessions in return for instructing their supporters to give later preferences to 

one of the major parties in campaign advertising materials and through ‘how-to-vote’ 

cards.62 In the 1960s, the Defence of Government Schools party (Mathews 1976, 237), 

                                                
62 As over half of all Australian voters do not even decide their second and later preferences, preferring, 
instead, to rely on ‘how-to-vote’ cards, a sizeable flow of preferences in the parties’ preferred order is 
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and, more recently, the Greens and Australian Democrats, have used the carrot of a 

favourable flow of lower house preference to procure policy concessions from the major 

parties (Bean, McAllister and Warhurst 1990). In exchange for directing its followers to 

give their second preferences to Coalition candidates, the Democratic Labor Party was 

also able to exert influence on the foreign affairs and school funding policies of the 

Liberal and Country parties (Wright 1986). Minor parties have also entered into 

mutually beneficial preference trading deals with the major parties. During the 1990s, 

the Greens and Australian Democrats secured a favourable flow of Senate preferences – 

minor parties have a more realistic prospect of winning election in the upper house – 

from the major parties as their preferences were often critical to the election of major 

party candidates in the lower house (Sharman, Sayers and Miragliotta 2002, 555-556; 

also see Miragliotta 1999).63 A similar arrangement between the Greens and the 

Australian Labor Party has continued into recent more elections.64 

So, despite the formidable barriers imposed on minor parties by AV, this system 

being premised on a party-controlled strategic use of preference trading or vote flow 

makes it is possible for minor parties to play an influential role even without winning a 

seat. The potential thus exists for voters to fuel minor parties’ position in the political 

                                                                                                                                          
guaranteed (Farrell and McAllister 2008, 97). Wright (1980, 134) argues that following a how-to-vote 
card is akin to a de facto party ballot as it hands control over preferences allocations to the major parties. 
Interestingly, minor party supporters, as a whole, are much less likely to follow ‘how-to-vote’ cards than 
major party supporters (Bean 1997a, 110). 
63 Upwards of 90 per cent of electors vote ‘above the line’ as it enables them to short-circuit the time and 
precision needed to accurately number all of the candidates on the ballot (Farrell and McAllister 2006, 
129). This virtually guarantees the flow of upper house preferences and a return on the minor parties’ 
investment. 
64 This system has also facilitated and maintained the strong coalition between the non-Labor parties in 
Australia (currently the Liberal and National parties). When both parties contest the same electoral 
district, they agree to place each other second on their ‘how-to-vote’ cards. This ensures their vote is not 
split and a redistribution of votes from one to the other occurs. As AV encourages cooperation and 
moderation between parties, it is seen as an institutional instrument in the promotion of ethnic 
accommodation and political stability (Horowitz 1991; Horowitz 2000; Reilly 1997a; Reilly 1997b; 
Reilly 2001a). At the same time, the system has worked against the interests of minor parties, as in the 
case of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party at the 1998 federal election. The major parties agreed to a 
deal that would place any One Nation Party candidate in last place, even though opinion polling had 
shown it to be the third most popular party after the two major party groupings (Sharman, Sayers and 
Miragliotta 2002, 549). Even though Pauline Hanson herself received a plurality of preferences in the 
Queensland electorate of Blair at the 1998 federal election, the end result of a preference shutout by the 
major parties was no One Nation candidate winning election. 
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system by casting votes for them as a positive affirmation of their influence. However, 

unlike the traditional view of vote choice as an expression of sincere views about a 

party, the strategic potential of minor party preference manipulation requires Australian 

voters to cast their House votes to maximize a party’s post-electoral leverage, and not to 

support a candidate with a realistic chance of representing them in parliament after 

election day. This strategic use of the ballot assumes a sophistication that is not an 

attribute of the typical voter. As a result, minor party support in the House of 

Representatives is expected, on the whole, to conform to American and British patterns 

as a form of protest that is fuelled by voter disaffection with the major party alternatives 

(Denemark and Bowler 2002). Because of the formidable barriers imposed upon non-

major parties by single-member electoral districts, minor parties will not, by and large, 

win elected office, and minor party voters in the House of Representatives can be 

expected to say ‘a plague on both your houses’ (Jaensch and Mathieson 1998). 

 The Single Transferable Vote form of Proportional Representation used for 

Australian Senate contests, has the potential for quite unique and attitudinally distinct 

minor party support. In contrast to the lower house system, PR-STV generates 

representation that is more broadly proportionate to the votes cast and each party 

requires a lower share of the vote to secure a seat. In the six-Senator elections for each 

state wide electoral district each party needs only win 14.3 per cent of the vote to win a 

seat.65 This is an electoral threshold far below the 50 per cent plus one required in the 

lower house. Admittedly, minor parties rarely receive a quota following the counting of 

first preferences, but it is routinely achievable for a significant minor party to achieve a 

single or multiple quotas after the distribution of preferences. Minor parties’ more 

realistic chance of winning seats in the upper house is reflected in their increased 

visibility in the Senate (Bean 1997b; Papadakis and Bean 1995; Forrest 1995). Since the 

                                                
65 The Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and Northern Territory each have two senators who front the 
voters at every election, and need to reach a much higher quota (33%) to win representation. 
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introduction of proportional representation in 1949, Senate elections have produced a 

major party majority on only seven out of 27 occasions – minor party and independent 

Senators have usually held the balance of power.66 In short, then, small or minor parties 

have a greater chance of electoral success in the Senate  

  With their increased ability to win seats and, in turn, hold the balance of power 

in the Senate, minor parties are situated as major players in the Australian political 

system (Jaensch and Mathieson 1998; Richmond 1978). In its infancy, the Senate 

typically echoed the lower house in handing control to the majority party in the lower 

house, which resulted in it operating as nothing more than a rubber-stamp for the 

executive. However, since the introduction of proportional representation, and since 

minor parties have regularly secured the balance of power, the Senate has become more 

like a ‘house of review’ (Stone 2007, 2-3; Uhr 1999). Minor parties have grown to play 

a crucial role in vetting and amending bills through the Senate’s robust committee 

system and scrutinising the executive. The refusal of the minor parties in the Senate to 

pass the government’s 1993 budget unamended is cited as a key example of their 

enhanced role in the Senate (Young 1997). The leadership of the Australian Democrats’ 

justified the party’s blocking of the government’s sale of Telstra in 1996 and the 

introduction of the GST in 1998, on the grounds that they had a counter-mandate from 

the electorate (Mulgan 2000). The potential thus exists for voters to see minor parties in 

the Senate as purposive players in the Australian political system and a vehicle for 

curbing major party governing hegemony (Aitkin 1985, 94; Bean and Wattenberg 1998; 

Bowler and Denemark 1993).  

 It is anticipated that the greater opportunities for minor parties in the upper 

house will be reflected in larger numbers of minor party votes cast in the Australian 

Senate than in the House of Representatives – support fuelled, in part, by voters’ 
                                                
66 Exceptions include following the 1958 Senate election, during the Fraser governments of 1975 and 
1977, and the Howard government of 2004 to 2007. In all of these cases, the majority party in the House 
of Representatives was also able to secure a Senate majority. 
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awareness of the differential strategic potential of the two ballots. Due to minor parties’ 

greater electoral prospects and the challenge they pose to the dominance of the major 

parties, votes for minor parties in the Senate are expected to assume a more positive and 

purposive quality. Reflecting the differential proportionality of the two ballots, 

Australian voters may also be tempted to cast major party votes in the House – where 

the two big parties are the only realistic competitors – and minor party votes in the 

Senate – where the small parties have a realistic chance of winning. This means that for 

voters who are aware of the differential efficacy of their votes, split ticket voting is a 

viable option (Bowler and Denemark 1993; Bean and Wattenberg 1998). In short, the 

unique electoral structure in Australia has sustained a decisive presence for minor 

parties in Australian politics that some voters may attempt to propel through minor 

party votes in the upper house and split ticket voting. 

  Another aspect of Australian electoral rules that is expected to have a significant 

influence on minor party support is compulsory voting. Citizen participation forced 

through a system of moderately expensive fines has proven successful in ensuring that 

virtually all Australians attend the polls. Every eligible Australian voter must attend the 

polls or pay a fine, even those citizens who are disaffected from the major parties and 

who might otherwise abstain. An aggrieved citizen in Australia is thus faced with the 

choice of either casting a vote for the target of their disaffection – a major party – or 

voting for an alternative. This is contrasted with voluntary voting systems like the 

United States and Great Britain, where those who are disaffected from the major parties 

and who do not feel their interests are served by either major party in power can express 

their animosity by abstaining from voting. With the strong bias of plurality electoral 

rules against small parties ensuring few viable alternatives, abstention is left as a 

disaffected citizens’ only option. Therefore, higher turnout from compulsory voting 

laws in Australia mobilises a potentially rich source of politically disaffected citizens 
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who may be attracted to minor parties (Belanger 2004; Hill 2001b, 134; Jaensch and 

Mathieson 1998, 181-182).67 As Richmond (1978, 322) notes, ‘with so many votes 

being cast, it is inevitable that all candidates will receive at least some votes’. 

Simultaneously, minor parties in Australia may also be the beneficiaries of support from 

those highly educated and politically interested voters who wish to maximise the 

tactical potential of their ballot or to impose checks and balances on the major parties by 

ensuring minor party power is significant, especially in the Senate. This, of course, 

suggests that minor party voting in Australia may well represent a catchment of 

disgruntled voters from both ends of the spectrum of political interest and engagement 

among the nation’s voters. 

 Overall, minor party voting of a different quality is anticipated in Australia than 

in the United States or Great Britain, especially in the Senate. Votes for minor parties in 

the House of Representatives’ preferential system inevitably flow back to the major 

parties, so are anticipated, as in the United States and Great Britain, to be the expression 

of disdain towards to the established two-party system. By legally compelling 

disaffected and uninterested citizens to participate in elections or be liable to sanction, 

compulsory voting laws are expected to be benefit small parties, perhaps helping to 

account for a large portion of regular disaffection-based electoral support. The Senate 

delivers a distinctively more conducive environment for minor parties to secure 

representation. As a result, support for minor party candidates in this chamber is likely 

to represent a positive affirmation of their realistic chance of securing elected office and 

holding the balance of power, not merely as a protest vote against the two major parties. 

In recognition of the differential viability of minor parties in the House and Senate, 

many highly politically interested and educated voters are expected to cast their lower 

house ballot for a major party and their upper house ballot for a minor party to place a 
                                                
67 Mackerras and McAllister (1999, 228) find that among those respondents who said they probably 
would not vote if voting had been voluntary, minor party support almost exceeds support for the Liberals 
and Nationals. 



 

 

85 

limit major party governing hegemony. In short, Australian minor party support overall 

is expected to be measurably different from that in the United States and Great Britain. 

At the same time, the patterns of minor party voting across the Australian House of 

Representatives and Senate are expected to reflect the distinctive constraints of the rules 

used to translate votes into seats in these two chambers. 

 

Data and results 

 

The analysis of the influence of Australian electoral rules on support for minor parties 

begins with the examination of time series aggregate level data between the 1949 

election, the first held under PR-STV, and the 2007 election, and individual level data 

on ticket splitting between the 1987 election and the 2007 election. To test for the 

individual-level correlates of minor party voting, the focus then shifts to the 

specification and estimation of a multivariate model using survey data from the 

Australian Election Study (AES) between 1993 and 2007. 

 

Descriptive data 

 

Descriptive electoral data provide an overview of the level of support for small parties 

in Australia’s two parliamentary chambers, as well as split ticket voting, across time.68 

If voters bring to the ballot box an awareness of the different viabilities of minor parties 

across the two chambers, then minor parties will attract more support in the Australian 

Senate’s proportional electoral system than in the majority rules of the House of 

Representatives. This pattern is clearly evident in the proportion of votes secured by 

minor parties in House of Representatives and Senate votes. Table 4.1 shows that 

                                                
68 Vote share is only for minor parties and excludes ‘independent’ candidates. 
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Australian voters are generally more willing to cast votes for minor parties in the Senate 

than in the House – the difference between them averaging over 4 per cent across the 58 

year time span.69 The smaller number of votes in the House suggests that high hurdles 

to elected office ensure that minor party voting in this chamber assumes a more 

symbolic character. At the same time, there is tentative support, in the consistently 

higher proportion of the vote for minor parties in the Senate, for a strategic awareness of 

the potential for minor party votes to elect a senator who may act, among other things, 

as a check on the governing party. 

 The patterns of minor party support also suggest that some voters strategically 

split their votes across the House and Senate. This pattern is supported by the results in 

Table 4.2, which show that, on average, nearly one-fifth of Australian voters cast their 

ballot for different parties in the House of Representatives and the Senate. This 

differential pattern can be expected to reflect minor parties’ differential electoral 

prospects in the House and Senate, and their potential to act as a check on major party 

governmental power in the upper house. 

 Also evident in the results is the fact that, despite Australia’s electorate casting 

its votes for the last half-century under the same regimen of rules, there has been a 

consistent increase in the proportion of votes being cast for minor parties in both 

chambers. For example, we can see in Table 4.1 that in 1949, only 3.76 per cent of 

voters cast minor party votes in the House, while 4.70 per cent cast minor party votes in 

the Senate. From 1990 on, there has been consistently double-digit minor party votes in 

the House, while, in the Senate, this has been the case in each election since 1975. In the 

2007 election, 14.52 per cent of Australians cast minor party votes in the House, while 

nearly one-in-five – 19.76 per cent – cast votes for a small party in the Senate. A similar 

pattern is evident in the increasing level of split ticket voting across time. For example, 
                                                
69 Minor parties’ share of the vote is calculated by adding together the number of first preferences votes 
for each listed minor party and votes for parties other than those listed. It does not include votes for 
‘Independent’ candidates. 
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we can see in Table 4.2 that in 1987, 15.40 per cent of voters cast their ballot for 

different parties in the House and Senate, while in 2007 21.30 per cent cast a split 

ballot. On one hand, this serves as a reminder that while support for minor parties and 

split ticket voting reflect the relatively static constraints of the electoral rules within 

which they are generated, it also reflects the more variable exigencies of political and 

social factors – in this case, among other things, Australian’s weakening major party 

loyalties across the last several decades. On the other hand, increasing support for minor 

parties, especially in the Senate, and greater numbers of ticket splitters, may well reflect 

voters’ response to seeing minor parties represented in the upper house. That is, more 

people may be voting for minor parties, as more feel they have a realistic chance of 

winning election. In an important sense, then, the patterns of minor party and split ticket 

voting in Australia can be seen as the confluence of increasing awareness of electoral 

rules and diminishing major party affinities.  

 

Multivariate analysis 

 

While these descriptive patterns are indicative of the influence of electoral rules on 

minor party support, they do not reveal which voters, with what political attitudes and 

motivations, cast their votes for minor parties. The analysis now turns to the 

specification of a multivariate model to test for the individual-level correlates of minor 

party voting. The dependent variable for the model is a dummy variable of respondents’ 

first preference vote with minor party votes scored as one, and all major party votes 

scored as zero (for details on all variables used and the coding scheme see Appendix 

I).70 Though the grouping of all minor parties together prevents the assessment of how 

                                                
70 As the Australian Election Study does not provide a separate independent option in response to the 
question of which party a respondent voted first in the House of Representatives or the Senate, votes for 
‘independent’ candidates are also included in this analysis throughout this chapter. This should not bias 
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various issue concerns motivate votes for specific minor parties, it does allow the 

testing of general propositions about voter attitudes and the role of electoral structures 

in their support. More specifically, it permits the examination of whether the different 

rules for Australia’s two electoral chambers produce unique forms of minor party 

voting. The data set also contains too few instances of support for specific small parties 

to permit analysis of their distinctive support bases.  

 In specifying a model of minor party voting in Australia, included are several 

factors that tap voters’ expression of major party disaffection and performance 

concerns, which have traditionally benefitted American and British minor parties. This 

hypothesis is first measured by a general party disaffection scale, derived from factor 

analysis scores generated from three separate, but closely associated, elements of voter 

political disaffection. This factor includes measures that tap the extent to which 

respondents agreed with three statements of political disaffection: the political parties 

don’t care what ordinary people think, the political parties are not needed to make the 

political system work in Australia, and there is no difference between the major parties. 

The method used to extract the factors from these variables was principal components 

analysis, which involves the reduction of inter-related items to a single underlying 

dimension. As only one factor was derived from the reduction of these measures, one 

can be confident that, despite tapping different aspects of political disaffection, they 

constitute a scale of associated influences (for details of the principal components 

analysis see Appendix II). This item is expected to receive stronger support in the 

House than in the Senate, due to the constraints of lower house electoral rules on minor 

party representation and the strong probability of minor parties securing winning tallies 

of the vote in the upper house. This disaffection scale is also expected to tap the 

                                                                                                                                          
the results as independent candidates, while proving successful at the local level, receive a relatively 
small share of the overall vote at Australian elections. 
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influence of compulsory voting laws as the most politically disaffected citizens are 

mobilised to turn out and vote under threat of a penalty for abstention.  

 Second, the model includes three factors that tap short-term, performance related 

concerns with major parties. This includes measures of personal and national economic 

perceptions, as economic hardship may well signify to voters that there has been a 

failure on the part of both parties to maintain economic prosperity. Voters may link a 

change in their own financial situation to the major parties and vote against the major 

parties because they are perceived as responsible for national economic conditions. 

Another factor designed to tap perceptions of major party performance is voters’ 

evaluations of the two major party leaders.71 The extent to which Australian minor 

parties operate as outlets for specific short-term major party disdain will be reflected in 

positive effects for these factors.  

 A ‘strength of party identification’ measure is also included. Importantly, this 

measure is included in place of the more conventional measure of political 

‘independence’ because only a relatively small number of Australians do not hold a 

party affiliation, with moderately strong patterns of dealignment in Australia evident 

largely in the declining strength of voters’ party affinities. At the same time, most voters 

in Australia are aligned with a major party. So, as voter allegiance weakens and the lens 

through which loyalists view the political world begins to fracture, minor parties are 

well positioned to pick up the pieces. Votes for minor parties due to weakening major 

party loyalties are assumed to represent a temporary compromise for the voter and an 

outlet for their hostility.  

 The focus thus far has been on modelling the negative aspects of minor party 

support, and yet this chapter suggests that the Australian system provides opportunities 

                                                
71 No measure of minor party leader evaluations is included in the model as they received very little 
media coverage and, as a result, do not have high salience for most voters (Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 
1996, 33-37; Denemark, Ward and Bean 2007, 97-98; Jaensch and Mathieson 1998, 190). It is also highly 
likely that should minor parties have a base of personal support it will be picked up by the ‘most preferred 
party’ measure. 
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for the support of minor party candidates based on their realistic prospects of winning 

seats. To tap into positive and purposive voting factors, a variable measuring the degree 

of voters’ political interest is included in the model.72 As is an item assessing voter 

attitudes towards divided control of government. These variables allow one to see 

whether minor party votes are the province of a sophisticated subset of the electorate 

who may purposely cast their ballot for a minor party, cognisant of the benefits they can 

accrue through the election of a winning candidate. As the brief sketch of Australia’s 

electoral structures above makes clear, the proportional electoral system of the upper 

house gives small parties a better chance of winning a seat that, in turn, may well enable 

them to act as a legislative check on the governing party. These sorts of positive factors 

are expected to be substantially stronger predictors of the vote in the Senate, given the 

relatively low electoral hurdle to elect someone to parliament under STV-PR rules than 

in the system of AV and single-member districts in the House, which requires 50 per 

cent plus one of the vote to secure representation. 

 Minor party votes may also represent an expression of a sincere partisan 

preference. Including a standard term measuring voter preferences controls for this 

possibility. This is a common method that utilises a feeling thermometer for voter 

attitudes toward the parties, with the highest-ranked party assumed to be the 

respondent’s favourite or most preferred party.73 For most of these voters, party 

electoral prospects and the expected effect of their vote are unlikely to factor into their 

decision-making. It is anticipated that a vote for the most favoured minor party will be a 

strong predictor of minor party support across both the House and Senate. 
                                                
72 An alternative factor for measuring political interest/sophistication using responses to questions that 
tested voters’ awareness of the political system and general political knowledge was initially used as a 
component in the model. It was dropped from the final specification, with the standard political interest 
variable used instead, because the questions were not available across the entire set of election surveys. In 
the years that the questions measuring political knowledge were available, patterns and results similar to 
those in the final model were observed. 
73 The feeling thermometer score was preferred to a measure of minor party identification because 
important issues related to partisanship, especially with regard to minor parties, are underdeveloped in 
Australia. Doubts have also been raised about the usefulness of minor party identification in comparative 
contexts (Banducci, Donovan and Karp 1999, 146; Lebo and Young 2009). 
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 Finally, as with most models of voter behaviour, several demographic controls 

variables are included in the model: age, gender, and education. Voter age and gender 

are included in the model because these have been shown, including in Australia, to be 

associated with levels of partisanship, trust and efficacy (see Bean and Denemark 

2007). Younger voters are generally considered more likely to vote for a minor party 

due to the life-cycle effect of party identification: it strengthens with each voting act. 

Moreover, small parties in Australia generally hold policies and values such as post 

materialist concerns that are more attractive to young voters. The age variable, then, is 

expected to be positively associated with minor party votes at any given election. 

Respondent education is included in these models because individuals with high levels 

of education have higher levels of political interest, which can be expected to reflect 

voters’ underlying awareness of the different opportunities and constraints of the rules 

for the two electoral chambers. 

 In sum, the voting model specified above measures vote choice as a function of 

the following factors: a summary measure of attitudes towards the major parties, 

assessments of recent personal financial well-being and retrospective national economic 

conditions, evaluations of the two major party leaders, positive feelings towards minor 

parties, the strength of party identification, attitudes towards divided control of 

government, a term assessing political interest, and a variety of demographics – age, 

gender, and education. To the extent that Australian electoral rules give rise to a 

different form of minor party support, we should see the decision to vote for a small 

party as shaped by positive and purposive motives, and not purely as the product of 

major party disaffection and performance concerns. This is expected to be especially the 

case in the Senate, where vote thresholds are significantly lower than in the House of 

Representatives resulting in a higher likelihood of minor party votes being cast for a 

winning candidate that may well hold the balance of power. 
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  The analysis now turns to a thorough examination of the results from a series of 

multivariate models. Tables 4.2 and 4.3 report the results from logistic regressions of 

minor party voting in the House of Representatives and the Senate. The results from 

logistic regressions of consistent minor party votes and split ticket voting are presented 

in Tables 4.4 and 4.5.  

 Because of the large number of results and the impracticality of discussing each 

of the individual parameter estimates expected in the logistic regression results, the 

discussion of these results is focused on cross-time patterns of effects for the various 

predictors. More specifically, assessed is the extent to which Australian minor parties 

attract support from those citizens who are generally disaffected with the major parties 

and unhappy with some element of their performance and, simultaneously, whether the 

pattern of minor party votes is consistent with the argument that the Senate’s quite 

different set of electoral rules promotes positive and purposive voter support. 

Importantly, while the effect of different electoral rules is expected to encourage use of 

the House and Senate ballot papers to express different political sensibilities, minor 

party voting is a catchment for all sorts of voter attitudes. Thus, several different sorts 

of sentiments may predict minor party support simultaneously and across both 

chambers. Some votes are likely to be strategically focused on electing an alternative 

representative, while others are reflective of broader dissatisfactions with the political 

status quo – particularly in an active electorate that, because of compulsory voting, 

comprises a range of different levels of political interest and cognitive abilities. 

  As the House of Representatives’ preferential voting system entails votes for 

minor parties inevitably flowing back to the major parties, consistent and significant 

results for those factors designed to tap major party disdain are expected – the party 

disaffection scale, and the economic and leader evaluation variables. And, indeed, in 

House of Representatives voting (see Table 4.3), disaffected citizens were consistently 
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and significantly more likely to vote for a minor party in the House if they felt that the 

major parties were unresponsive and if they viewed them with disfavour. This is evident 

in the significant effect for party disaffection in all five of the elections for which his 

measure is available (1996 – 2007). In contrast, in the Senate (see Table 4.4), where 

minor party candidates have a realistic chance of winning seats, disaffection is 

positively signed, but had no significant effect on the likelihood of minor party voting, 

except at the 1998 election.  

 Also evident in the results for party disaffection is a significant effect for casting 

a minor party ballot in both the House of Representatives and Senate (see Table 4.5). 

This pattern indicates that some minor party support in either chamber – a minor party 

vote in the House, or a minor party vote in the Senate – is motivated by major party 

disaffection. However, as noted above, while disaffection based support is evident in the 

support of minor parties in the House, it is not apparent in minor party votes cast in the 

Senate. It appears, then, that while disaffection fuels some minor party votes in either 

chamber, only in the lower house are minor parties almost exclusively a negative outlet 

for major party disdain, while the Senate vote likely has a more predominant positive 

quality. 

 Performance related sentiments appear to find expression in both chambers, and 

in any given election, though the patterns tend to be more consistent for the House. 

Negative perceptions of economic conditions, at different times, seem to find expression 

in minor party votes. Respondents were significantly more likely to vote for a minor 

party in a particular House (see Table 4.3) or Senate (see Table 4.4) election, or both 

(see Table 4.5), if they felt that national economic conditions had deteriorated in the 

past year, but not if they perceived their personal financial situation to have worsened.74 

                                                
74 An anomalous result occurs in 1993, when voters who perceived national economic conditions to have 
improved were prompted to cast minor party votes in the Senate. It is possible that while minor party 
voters perceived the country to be doing well prior to this election, they felt that minor parties in the 
Senate had a valuable role to play in maintaining prosperity. This overall pattern seems to support the 
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Also evident in Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 is that voters were generally more willing to 

vote for a minor party in the House than the Senate if they did not like the leaders of the 

two major political parties: respondents with negative leader assessments were 

significantly more likely to vote for a minor party in five of the six elections for the 

House and only three of the six Senate elections. Negative perceptions of the major 

party leaders also prompted support of minor parties in both chambers at the same time 

in four elections (see Table 4.5). This cross-chamber pattern may well reflect the fact 

that party leaders and potential leaders of government are decided by the House of 

Representatives, but, unlike matters of representation, are open for voters to judge with 

their ballots in both chambers. Overall, while the patterns are not as sharply drawn as 

they are for party disaffection, performance related concerns conform to the expected 

pattern as they find more regular expression in minor party votes in the House. 

 In short, then, while elements of major party disdain are evident in minor party 

votes in either chamber, the effects for disaffection and dissatisfaction with major party 

performance are, as expected, much stronger and more consistent in the House than the 

Senate. Minor parties appear to benefit from voters’ disillusionment with the political 

parties in the House of Representatives, their support in this chamber broadly echoing 

the United States and Great Britain where ‘a third party’s destiny is largely driven by ... 

forces outside its control’ (Clarke and Zuk 1989, 218). However, by and large, 

Australian voters do not use their Senate ballot papers to express political disdain for 

the major party alternatives. These results, overall, seem to point to a differential use of 

the ballot in Australia’s two parliamentary chambers, suggesting not only a different 

character for minor party support from the US and Great Britain, but also voter 

awareness of the distinctive power of the two Australian ballots. The significance of 

political disaffection for the House vote and for consistent minor party votes also points 

                                                                                                                                          
conclusion, including in Australia, that voters more readily blame the government for national economic 
conditions (McAllister 1992, 181-187; Western and Tranter 2001). 
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to the influence of Australia’s compulsory voting laws. Forcing the most politically 

disaffected Australian citizens to turn out and vote leads many of them to regularly 

express their disdain for the major parties in votes for the minors, while their American 

and British counterparts have the option to stay home on election day.  

 If voters are aware of the ability of minor parties to win seats, and for their 

support to serve as a brake on major party power, then, a preference for divided control 

of government, as well as high levels of political interest and education are expected to 

be strong predictors of minor party votes in the Senate. Table 4.3 shows that support for 

divided control is a significant predictor of minor party votes in House elections. 

However, simultaneously, the House of Representatives results show that respondents 

with high levels of political interest are no more likely to cast a vote for a minor party in 

any election, and education proved a significant predictor of minor party support in only 

three of the six elections – two factors that are crucial to voter awareness of the 

differential impact of their ballot. As support for divided control coincides with party 

disaffection for minor party votes in the House, it is probable that the measure taps 

underlying feelings of negativity towards the major parties for these voters. In contrast, 

Table 4.4 shows that supporters of divided control of government were significantly 

more likely to cast minor party votes in the Senate in all five elections for which this 

measure was available (1993 and 1998 to 2007), and voters with high levels of political 

interest and education were, by and large, significantly more likely to cast their ballot 

for a minor party than those with low levels of political interest and education. Across 

those respondents who cast minor party votes in the Senate, then, several factors are 

simultaneously significant predictors of votes: support for divided control, high political 

interest and high education, but not political disaffection. This pattern of effects 

indicates that upper house minor party voters recognise minor parties’ improved 

electoral prospects in this chamber and positively support divided control for the 
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influence it affords minor parties. Table 4.5 shows voters who cast a consistent minor 

party ballot in both the House and Senate are also significantly more likely to support 

divided government. However, as in the House, support for divided control is shared 

with a simultaneous significant effect for party disaffection and not political interest or 

education. Clearly then, these overall patterns are consistent with the hypothesis that the 

Senate, but not the House, propels minor party support that has a positive, purposive 

quality, given its lower thresholds for electing representatives to parliamentary power. 

Prominent in the results are attitudes consistent with the expectation that minor party 

votes in the Senate reflect a strategic, purposive rationale, while minor party votes in the 

House are more wholly negative. These patterns support the hypothesis that minor party 

voting in the Australian Senate is attitudinally distinct from American and British 

patterns of third party voting as a ‘vehicle for protest against the two-party system’ 

(Allen and Brox 2005, 636).  

 Tables 4.2 and 4.3 also show that, as expected, strength of party identification 

regularly has a significant effect on minor party votes in the House and Senate. That is, 

weak major party identifiers have a significantly higher probability of voting for a 

minor party than those with strong partisan affinities in three of the six elections in the 

House of Representatives, and four of the six in the Senate. Table 4.5 shows that 

strength of partisanship has virtually an insignificant effect on consistent minor party 

votes, save for the 1996 election, demonstrating that major party loyalists almost never 

cast their ballot for a minor party in both chambers. The relatively more frequent 

significance of weak major party identification in the Senate suggests that weak major 

party identifiers are generally loyal to ‘their’ party in the House of Representatives, but 

may willingly cast minor party votes in the upper house as an alternative to the 

abandonment of a party outright by casting a vote for the opposition, perhaps in 

acknowledgement of the different viabilities for minor parties across the two chambers 
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(see Bowler and Denemark 1993). Simply put, it seems that some voters may be 

strategically dividing their votes across the two houses – a suspicion raised by the 

descriptive voting patterns in Table 4.1, which shows higher levels of minor party 

voting in the Senate than the House of Representatives and Table 4.2, which shows 

nearly one-fifth of Australian voters are ticket splitters. 

 The model of split ticket voting, which is presented in Table 4.6, confirms our 

expectations. Table 4.6 shows a significant effect for weak partisan affinities in five of 

the six elections under analysis. Also evident in the patterns in Table 4.6 are significant 

effects for support of divided control of government in the five elections for which this 

measure is available, and significant effects for high political interest and high 

education. At the same time, party disaffection is insignificant in all elections bar one, 

and evaluations of party performance have only sporadic effects. These patterns reveal 

that ticket splitters possess a strategic mindset and cast their ballot for a major party in 

the House and a minor party in the Senate. This set of simultaneous effects broadly 

squares with Bowler and Denemark (1993, 33; also see Bean and Wattenberg 1998) 

who observe, ‘a set of tactical and evaluative considerations’ for some voters who, in 

recognition of the different viabilities of parties across the two elected chambers, split 

their ballot as a viable alternative to voting for the opposition and to propel the decisive 

presence of minor parties in Australia. Overall, then, as in the American and British 

plurality systems, minor party voting, especially in the upper house, inevitably serves as 

catchments for weak major party loyalists. However, rather than assuming a wholesale 

rejection of the major parties, minor party voters in the upper house are influenced by a 

set of attitudes consistent with a positive and purposive rationale. In recognition of the 

differential opportunities for minor parties in the House and Senate, some highly 

politically interested and highly educated voters cast their lower house vote for a major 

party and their upper house vote for a minor party. 
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 Admittedly, support for minor parties from weak loyalists is not unique to 

Australia. However, minor party votes are particularly crucial outlets for major party 

loyalists in Australia given an electoral environment that compels citizen participation. 

As disaffected voters do not have the option to abstain, their only alternatives are to 

vote for a minor party or the opposition. By forcing voters to reflect on these realities in 

every election, minor party voting, mostly in the upper house, becomes a regularised 

outlet for weak party identifiers – this is evident in the significant effects of weak 

partisanship on minor party votes in the House in three elections, the Senate in four 

elections, and, especially, on split ticket voting in five of the six elections (see Table 

4.3, Table 4.4 and Table 4.6).75 The consistency of the Australian effects stands in 

contrast with the American and British patterns that show only ephemeral minor party 

voting. In these plurality systems, major party loyalists abandon the big parties in larger 

numbers only during periods of economic downturn or if they doubt the capacity of the 

major party candidates or leaders to fulfil their duties. Simply put, then, minor party 

votes in Australia, particularly in the upper house, represent a sort of electoral ‘halfway 

house’ preferable to votes for the opposition. This outlet has greater and more regular 

salience because of compulsory voting laws. 

 Finally, in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 we can see that respondents who favoured a minor 

party over the major parties had a significantly higher likelihood of voting for a minor 

party in both the House of Representatives and the Senate in each of the six elections 

from 1993 to 2007. Unsurprisingly, preferring a minor party is a strong predictor of 

consistent minor party voting (see Table 4.5). This factor also has a significant effect on 

ticket splitting (see Table 4.6). As the result in the model of ticket splitting occurs 

simultaneously with high political interest and high education, it suggests that some 

                                                
75 This is distinct from arguing that the same set of voters consistently cast minor party votes. Indeed, the 
data do not allow one to reach that conclusion and it seems unlikely given that few voters report having 
cast their ballot for a minor party in a consecutive elections (see Bean and Papadakis 1995, 112). Rather, 
it is suggested that minor parties attract a consistent and regularised pool of support, whereas in the 
United States, in particular, minor party support is only occasional.  
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voters who prefer a minor party also want their ballot to count, leading to votes for a 

major party in the House and a minor party in the Senate.  

 A significant effect is also evident at different times in different offices for the 

two remaining control variables: age and gender. Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 show younger 

voters are significantly more likely to cast their ballot for a minor party in the House in 

1996 and the Senate in 2004. At the same time, the age item is positive and significant 

in the Senate and in split ticket voting in 1998, suggesting that older voters were more 

likely to throw in their lot with a minor party in that election.76 With respect to gender, 

the coefficients were generally negatively signed for both the House and Senate, 

suggesting that females were, across the board, somewhat more likely to vote for a 

minor party. However, only in 2001 and 2004 could we say with any confidence that 

women were more likely to vote for a minor party. Table 4.6 shows the coefficient is 

generally the inverse for split ticket voting, with males more likely to divide their 

ballots at each election, although, again, this finding was significant only in 1993. In 

sum, given the variability of these effects across the time frame of this study these 

inconsistent patterns point to election specific dynamics, and not the structurally 

dictated ones that are the focus of this chapter. 

  All told, then, at a fundamental level, there is a clear distinctiveness in minor 

party support in the Australian House and Senate and vis-à-vis the United States and 

Great Britain. In the American and British contexts, ‘periods of third party strength 

indicate that the major parties are not representing citizens’ political demands’ 

(Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 3). In Australia, party disaffection and 

performance related sentiments, and the generally non-significant results for high 

political interest and education, seem to point to roughly equivalent effects in the House 

                                                
76 Younger voters’ higher likelihood of voting for a minor party due to partisanship’s life-cycle effect 
makes the 1998 result somewhat peculiar. This result is perhaps due to the significant rise by the One 
Nation Party (ONP) in that election. As other studies have shown, ONP supporters to be slightly older 
than average (see Bean 2000; Bean and McAllister 2000). 
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of Representatives, as one finds in the US and Great Britain. This finding confirms 

expectations that the higher electoral threshold in the House of Representatives and 

compulsory voting laws ensure that minor parties receive consistent protest based 

support in this chamber. Minor parties’ decided lack of a coherent and positive base of 

support in the House broadly supports the results of previous Australian studies on 

support for a host of individual minor parties (see Bean 1997b; Bean and Papadakis 

1995; Denemark and Bowler 2002; Marks and Bean 1992; McAllister 1982; Reynolds 

1977; Richmond 1978). In contrast, in the Senate, voters respond to fairer, more 

proportional, electoral rules by voting for minor parties in greater number and they do 

so with attitudes and priorities that are more nearly goal-oriented and consistent with an 

awareness of minor parties’ increased prospects of winning seats and ability to secure 

the balance of power in the Senate. This is evident most clearly in the higher number of 

minor party votes in the Senate, in the package of positive and significant individual-

level results for high political interest, high education, and support for divided 

government, and in the decided lack of influence for major party disaffection on upper 

house votes. The distinctiveness of minor party voting in the House and Senate is 

contrasted with Forrest’s (1995, 579) findings from an analysis of Australian Democrats 

support: he concludes that there are ‘relatively minor differences between the House 

and Senate, and overall similarity in voter behaviour’. High political interest and 

education and support for divided control are also significant predictors of split ticket 

voting, which is consistent with the findings of Bean and Wattenberg (1998), and 

Bowler and Denemark (1993). These results suggest that both highly politically 

interested and highly educated major party and minor party supporters strategically split 

their votes, choosing a major party in the House of Representatives and a minor party in 

the Senate to fuel the minor parties’ role in curbing major party governing hegemony.77 

                                                
77 As majoritarian systems all but preclude minor party electoral success, votes for minor parties in this 
context are viewed as disaffection from mainstream politics and the major parties. By contrast, in 
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Finally, the consistent effects of weak party identification on minor party votes and 

ticket splitting likely reflect the influence of compulsory voting, and are contrasted with 

American and British assumption that minor party support emerges only sporadically as 

a response to major party failures. The Australian patterns suggest minor party voting is 

a more regularised outlet as voters cannot abstain and they use an upper house 

alternative to express their disaffection. Clearly, then, as hypothesised, there are 

distinctive patterns of minor party support across the House and Senate, and vis-à-vis 

the United States and Great Britain.  

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this chapter is to highlight the ways in which minor party voting is affected 

by electoral rules. The results indicate that the Australian system promotes a differential 

viability for small parties across its two parliamentary chambers, resulting in different 

levels and forms of minor party voting across the two chambers and vis-à-vis the United 

States and Great Britain.  

 The Alternative Vote system is punishing to smaller parties, as it requires seat 

winners to acquire over 50 per cent of the vote. This ensures votes for minor party 

candidates in the Australian House, by and large, return to one of the major parties in 

closely drawn seats, and only occasionally do these voters benefit from the flow of 

preferences for a winning minor party result. Despite AV promising strategic support 

for minor parties through the flow of preferences, we see support patterns that remind us 

that minor parties in two-party dominated electoral systems nearly always reflect voter 

                                                                                                                                          
proportional systems, minor parties are far more likely to represent ideological support, or the positive 
affirmation of a minor party, as they have a realistic chance of winning a seat. Given this, ticket splitting 
can be seen as a strategic response by voters to the opportunities and constraints of the different electoral 
systems used to elect members to the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
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motivations that are virtually wholly negative and a symptom of major party 

disaffection.  

 In contrast, the Senate’s proportional system represents a fundamentally 

different set of incentives and benefits that give minor parties a realistic chance of 

securing representation and prompt minor party support of a different sort. Admittedly, 

there are elements of major party discontent and concern with major party performance 

manifested in the minor party Senate vote. However, for the most part, proportional 

electoral rules in the Senate promote minor party support that is positive and purposive 

– reflecting minor parties’ realistic prospect of winning office and controlling the power 

of the major parties – and not merely a protest vote against the traditional parties. 

Voters are aware of the differential efficacy of their votes, and, indeed, many engage in 

purposive split ticket voting, casting their ballot for a major party in the House and a 

minor party in the Senate to virtually ensure the minor parties control the balance of 

power in the upper house and can act as a check on the major parties. These results 

support the hypothesis that minor party votes, at least in the Senate, assume a different 

form in Australia than in the United States and Great Britain. They are also consistent 

with voter awareness that upper house electoral rules are more favourable to non-major 

party representation. 

 The final aspect of electoral rules expected to influence minor party voting in 

Australia is compulsory voting. The significance of political disaffection for the House 

vote, and for consistent minor party votes, seems to reflect the influence of compulsory 

voting laws in forcing those with the most frustration to participate. While in the United 

States and Great Britain, the disaffected and those with low levels of political interest 

avail themselves of the option to stay home on election day, their Australian 

counterparts are forced to participate, likely accounting for at least some of the effect 

for party disaffection on minor party votes in both chambers. The consistent effects of 
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weak party identification on minor party votes and ticket splitting, also likely reflect the 

influence of compulsory voting as it forces voters who might otherwise abstain to 

explore voting alternatives. The Australian patterns suggest that, due to compulsion, 

minor party voting is a more regularised outlet for party loyalists, in contrast to the 

American and British assumption that minor party support emerges only sporadically as 

a response to major party failures. 

 All told, these results highlight that electoral rules are of central importance to 

the character of minor party voting. These findings support the Duvergerian idea that 

voters bring to the voting act awareness of how different electoral systems affect the 

nature of partisan competition and the set of viable political alternatives in different 

ways. Minor parties in systems dominated by two major parties virtually always exist to 

feed on major party disdain and voters’ economic and leadership concerns. However, 

voters in electoral systems with rules conducive to minor party support are responsive to 

that potential, voting for them in greater number, with those votes assuming a broadly 

positive and non-protest based air. If voters feel their ballots are influential in a 

proportional electoral system, and not merely wasted, as they typically are in 

majoritarian systems, they respond by casting their ballots for minor parties in larger 

numbers and motivated by the potential election of a winning candidate. Voter attitudes 

and behaviour are fundamentally affected by the logic of the electoral system within 

which voters must cast their vote – reminding us that patterns of voter behaviour must 

reflect the larger, systemic impact of electoral rules. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ECONOMIC VOTING 

This chapter focuses on whether American and British patterns of economic voting are 

prominent in equivalent ways in Australia, or, instead, materialise in a range of 

alternative channels furnished by its distinctive electoral rules. In doing so, it seeks to 

highlight that voter behaviour is contingent on political institutions.  

The standard American and British assumption is that voters’ evaluations of the 

state of the economy become electorally salient as partisan ambivalence permeates the 

electorate. The declining influence of partisan affinities in the United States and Great 

Britain has prompted strong economic effects almost exclusively in votes for the two 

major parties as there are few viable party alternatives in those countries’ two-party 

plurality electoral systems – to make a ballot count an elector must vote for one of the 

major parties. American and British voters, then, cast their ballots for the major 

governing party in good times and the major opposition party in bad times. At the same 

time, some economically disaffected Americans and Britons, absent viable third party 

alternatives, will abstain – an option afforded them by voluntary voting laws – rather 

reward the two major parties for their failures. As we will see, patterns of dealignment 

have emerged in Australia. Therefore, one has cause to suspect that, following the 

American and British patterns, changes in economic conditions will occasion stark and 

significant shifts in voter behaviour between the two major parties in House of 

Representatives elections. Yet, this contention ignores the role that electoral rules have 

in shaping the party competition landscape and vote choice. The Australian system 

provides a range of alternative avenues for the expression of economic attitudes, such 

that the weakening of long-term partisan constraints need not occasion a dramatically 

heightened role for short-term economic perceptions in equivalent ways. It is 

hypothesised that: 
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A sizeable proportion of Australians’ economic sentiment is regularly diffused 

into lower house minor party first preferences, the strategic apportionment of 

preferences, and anti-incumbent upper house votes.  

 

The differential manifestation of economic perceptions in the House of 

Representatives’ preferential voting system and the Senate’s proportional system are 

also explored in the chapter. It is hypothesised that: 

 

More voters express their economic disaffection in the upper house via minor 

party votes than via major opposition party votes, as they are aware of minor 

parties’ greater prospects of securing representation. 

 

These alternate behavioural outlets have, at least in part, allowed Australian 

governments to remain less challenged in times of perceived economic malaise than 

their American and British counterparts.78 The Australian system, then, provides a case 

study of the relative electoral effects of economic change and of electoral systems able 

to channel short-term electoral effects into alternative avenues. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the impact of electoral rules on the shift 

among American and British voters from long-term partisan-based decision-making to 

increasingly discerning two-party choices made on the basis of the state of the 

economy. The role of majoritarian electoral rules is often overlooked as a factor in 

promoting this evaluative pattern. The focus for this section is to provide a qualitative 

and quantitative baseline of economic effects against which to assess the patterns of 

                                                
78 To be fair, Australians are generally considered more forgiving of their government in bad economic 
times as the blame for economic downturn can be placed onto trading partners and other international 
forces. As Mughan (1987, 72-73) argues, ‘Australian voters do not generally respond to economic stimuli 
when making their voting decision .... [as] the villain in the piece is not an ineffective government, but 
powerful, self-interested forces outside Australia whose actions distort an otherwise robust national 
economy’. The lack of blame the electorate attributes to the government for the country’s economic 
fortunes is likely to be instructive should economic effects in Australia emerge relatively weak overall. 
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economic voting in Australia’s unique electoral framework. At the same time, it 

addresses the debates in the literature: whether voters consider economic performance 

or expectations, whether voters consider pocketbook or sociotropic conditions, and who 

voters’ blame or reward for economic outcomes (see Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007; 

Norpoth 1996). The focus then shifts to the Australian system. This section starts with a 

sketch of the decline in the strength of voters’ major party affiliations. It, then, draws 

out the basic features of the Australian political system, explaining how it functions to 

alter the form and magnitude of economic voting in unique and distinctive ways. Within 

this discussion, a variety of hypotheses about the influence of Australia’s institutional 

conditions on the economic vote function are formulated. In the final sections, an 

economic voting model is specified and simulations are run for the effect of perceived 

economic conditions on House of Representatives first and second preferences, and 

votes cast within the Senate’s proportional representation system, in Australian 

elections between 1987 and 2007. Evident in these results is that voters’ use a variety of 

alternative pathways furnished by the Australian system to express their economic 

grievances. 

 

Economic voting in American and British electoral frameworks 

 

As we saw in Chapter Three, in the earliest survey-based electoral research in the 

United States and Great Britain, economic evaluations are regarded as endogenous 

factors – having little direct influence on voter behaviour. This limited effects model 

flowed from widespread party loyalties and the evaluative bias labelled ‘selective 

perception’. As Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes (1960, 133) note, ‘identification 

with a party raises a perceptual screen through which the individual tends to see what is 

favorable to his partisan orientation’. However, beginning in the mid-1960s, observers 
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noted a growth in the ranks of independents in the United States, and a weakening in the 

electorate’s partisan ties to the American and British major parties. This decline in party 

loyalties necessarily prompted greater independent influence of economic conditions on 

voters’ decision-making in electoral systems that limit party alternatives to only two 

viable parties. 

In the United States, a simple reward or punish model of economic voting is a 

significant predictor of voter behaviour in presidential elections as voters have few 

electoral alternatives. Changes in the fiscal climate fuel votes for one or the other of the 

major party presidential candidates and determine electoral outcomes – the incumbent is 

re-elected in good times, and the alternative is elected in bad times (Fiorina 1981; Key 

1966). The difference that the economy makes to major party vote shares in US 

presidential elections ranges from modest (2 per cent) to strong (9 per cent), but, in most 

circumstances, economic conditions are relatively influential (see Alvarez and Nagler 

1995, 737; Alvarez and Nagler 1998, 1360; Blais, Turgeon, Gidengil, Nevitte and 

Nadeau 2004, 562; Duch and Stevenson 2006, 541; Duch and Stevenson 2008, 67). 

Third parties do occasionally emerge in presidential contests and benefit from periods 

of significant economic failing and the perceived inability of either major party to 

resolve the situation (Alvarez and Nagler 1995, 737; Chressanthis and Shaffer 1993; 

Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 167-168). However, third party support is 

generally relatively feeble and, having once wasted their ballot on a non-viable 

alternative, most third party voters return to the major party fold at the next election 

(Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus, ch. 3).79 Minor party votes fuelled by economic 

disaffection are, then, only a short-term departure from the two-party system in unique 

circumstances and not a regularised outlet. As third parties are not an effective choice, 

                                                
79 The barriers against third parties in American elections explain third parties’ feeble support. As we saw 
in Chapter Four, third parties confront punishing plurality electoral rules that apply a high electoral 
threshold, and negative media coverage that focuses on their poor electoral prospects (see Rosenstone, 
Behr and Lazarus, ch. 2). 
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many of those individuals who feel both major parties have failed in their economic 

management will use the other outlet afforded to Americans voters and abstain. Indeed, 

negative economic sentiments are shown to prompt non-voting in several studies (see 

Radcliff 1992; Rosenstone 1982; Tillman 2004). 

Congress is an important political economic actor in the United States. 

American voters may blame Congress and use this branch of government to express 

their economic sentiments.80 However, economic effects are generally much weaker in 

voting for Congress than in voting for the President (Alensina and Rosenthal 1995; 

Duch and Stevenson 2006, 541; Duch and Stevenson 2008, 67; Keech 1995; Lanoue 

1994). To the limited extent that the electorate’s economic perceptions do materialise in 

votes for Congress, they are ‘a copy of the presidential imprint’ – members of the 

President’s party benefit from an economic upturn, and, by the same token, pay the 

price for economic downturns (Norpoth 2001, 433). The greater significance of anti-

incumbent economic voting in presidential elections reflects the executive’s higher 

profile and perceived role as chief economic manager. As the ‘only federal official 

chosen by a national electorate, the president can [most] easily be held accountable for 

the achievement of national conditions such as prosperity’ (Norpoth 2001, 420; see also 

Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2004; Peffley and Williams 1985). Voters even link their 

economic judgements to the President when different parties control the executive and 

legislative branches of government (Lewis-Beck 1997; Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2004; 

Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001). As Norpoth (2001, 433) remarks, ‘under both 

Republican and Democratic presidents, and with Congress in the hands of the opposite 

party each time, voting decisions follow the premise that responsibility for the economy 

lies with the president, not with the Congress’. The result, as Lanoue (1994, 203) 

                                                
80 Rudolph and Grant (2002) find that voters attributed some responsibility for positive economic 
conditions to Congress at the 2000 presidential elections. They argue that former-Vice President Al 
Gore’s failure to effectively argue that the Clinton-Gore administration was responsible for American 
prosperity meant that Congress, among other actors, received some of the credit and Gore lost the 
election. 
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argues, is that ‘the overall impact of economic judgments on presidential voting is 

generally greater than their corresponding impact on congressional voting’. In short, 

then, voters primarily attribute responsibility for economic outcomes to the President. 

American electoral rules have virtually guaranteed that weakening partisan affinities 

have resulted in strong economic effects on voting for the presidential incumbent and 

his main challenger. 

Regarding the debate over whether Americans consider economic performance 

or expectations, and whether Americans pocketbook or sociotropic conditions, the 

evidence is clear-cut. Judgment of the past performance of the presidential incumbent, 

what is known as retrospective voting, has received the most consistent aggregate- and 

individual-level support (Erikson 1989; Fair 1978; Kiewiet and Rivers 1984; Lanoue 

1994; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001). Furthermore, strong effects for voters’ 

evaluations of overall national economic conditions, and relatively weak effects for 

voters’ own financial situation, characterise most American research (Alvarez and 

Nagler 1995; Alvarez and Nagler 1998; Kiewiet 1983, 35; Kinder and Kiewiet 1981; 

Kramer 1971; Lanoue 1994). Relatively weak effects for voters’ pocketbooks reflect 

Americans’ profound belief in equal opportunity and an ethic of individual self-reliance, 

which ensure Americans tend not to attribute to government the responsibility for their 

own personal fortunes (Feldman 1983; Norpoth 1996, 313). Some elections have 

reported relatively less influence of voters’ economic performance on presidential 

voting. These elections have generally not included an incumbent seeking re-election, as 

in the 1988, 2000 and 2008 presidential elections. As Nadeau and Lewis-Beck (2001, 

174-175) remark, ‘absent a candidate who has already passed the tests of presidential 

election office holding, voters will tend to focus on the … candidate’s economic 

promises’. In these cases, a rival theory of prospective economic voting – the idea that 

voters cast their ballot according to economic expectations – has attracted some 
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scholarly support (Clarke and Stewart 1994; Lanoue 1994; Lockerbie 1992; Lockerbie 

2008; MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson 1992).81 Nevertheless, evaluations of national 

economic conditions as a means for judging presidential performance generally have the 

most powerful influence on election outcomes. A recent study by Duch and Stevenson 

(2008) argued that voters evaluate the competence of politicians to manage the 

economy when deciding how to vote. That is, people vote for one candidate or party 

over another because they think they think, on the basis of their past performance, they 

will be better able to manage the economy in the future. 

Economic evaluations are also a predominant explanation of British electoral 

behaviour in a context of weakening class and party loyalties (Clarke and Stewart 1984; 

Crewe 1992a; Crewe 1992b). The contemporary British voter is typically portrayed as a 

discerning consumer, weighing a variety of factors and selecting their most preferred 

party on the basis of their evaluations of the state of the economy. In the Westminster 

system of responsible government, the parliamentary executive has virtually unfettered 

political control of the economy and voters have no alternative avenues for the 

expression of economic sentiments in Great Britain, as there is only a single national 

government. The lack of other economic actors ensures that there is clear accountability 

for economic decision-making and voters will punish the major governing party for 

poor economic management. In comparative studies, Britain has been shown to have 

one of the highest and strongest economic effects as the Westminster system of 

responsible government ensures that the parliamentary executive has virtually 

unfettered political control of the economy (Norpoth 1996; Duch and Stevenson 2006; 

Duch and Stevenson 2008). A host of aggregate- and individual-level studies, beginning 

in the 1970s, have shown sound fiscal responsibility and competent economic 

management to be the key to incumbent popularity (Alt 1979; Clarke and Stewart 1995; 
                                                
81 Fiorina (1981, 14) argues that the evidence for the independent influence of prospective economic 
evaluations is dubious because the future is unknown and, therefore, economic expectations are 
necessarily conditioned by recent performance (also see Downs 1957). 
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Clarke, Mishler and Whiteley 1990; Norpoth 1992; Whiteley 1986). Economic 

circumstances have also been crucial for determining party vote shares and ultimately 

who governs (Alvarez, Nagler and Bowler 2000; Belanger, Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 

2005; Lewis-Beck 1986; Lewis-Beck 1988; Lewis-Beck, Nadeau and Belanger 2004; 

Price and Sanders 1995; Sanders 2000; Sanders, Clarke, Stewart and Whiteley 2001; 

Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and Whiteley 2004, ch. 4; Studlar, McAllister and Ascui 

1990). The estimated magnitude of anti-incumbent voting during perceived bad 

economic times in Great Britain ranges from 4 per cent to 15 per cent (Blais, Turgeon, 

Gidengil, Nevitte and Nadeau 2004, 562; Duch and Stevenson 2006, 541-542; Duch 

and Stevenson 2008, 68).82 British voters, then, as with their American counterparts, 

have a relatively simple calculus to support the ruling major party if the economy is 

going well, and support the major party opposition if it is going badly. 

Disaffected British voters may entertain third parties as an alternative to the 

major parties. And, indeed, much of the Liberal Democrats’ support is prompted by 

feelings of economic unease and doubt about the major parties’ capacity to resolve 

fiscal problems (Alvarez, Nalger and Bowler 2000; Norpoth 1992). The Liberal 

Democrats derived a benefit from dissatisfaction with the government’s economic 

management in the 1983 and 1992 general elections, largely because voters doubted the 

Labour party’s capacity to govern (Sanders 2003). However, the same set of voters 

rarely cast their ballot for the Liberal Democrats from one election to the next election 

(Clarke and Zuk 1989; Crewe 1982; Lebo and Young 2009). Liberal Democrat, and 

other third party, support is typically ephemeral and most third party voters return to the 

major party fold at subsequent elections, as they only are only able to win seats in a 

relative few electoral districts. Third parties, then, are, by and large, a temporary and 

                                                
82 The broad variability of effects is predominantly due to across-time fluctuations in the incumbent 
government’s perceived economic competence and responsibility for economic outcomes – the influence 
of the economy on the vote is at its greatest during the 1980s, and is more modest in the 1990s and 2000s 
(Duch and Stevenson 2008, ch. 9). 
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ineffective alternative in a British electoral system that offers minimal rewards in return 

for third party votes.  

Despite Britain’s historical deference to national government and collective 

redress, British evidence is also mostly consistent with the reporting in the United States 

in another way. Evaluations of national economic conditions have the major and 

significant effects in Great Britain, while personal financial circumstances have a 

relatively weak impact on voter behaviour overall (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart and 

Whiteley 2004, ch. 4; Lewis-Beck 1988). As Heath, Jowell, Curtice, Evans, Field, and 

Witherspoon (1991, 142) conclude, ‘individual experiences do not seem to carry as 

much weight as collective ones’. While American voters look almost exclusively at 

national-level economic performance, British voters’ economic evaluations can be 

either retrospective or prospective, and in more or less equal amounts (Clarke, Sanders, 

Stewart and Whiteley 2004, 100). In short, then, British voters look to either 

retrospective or prospective national economic conditions to decide their preferences.  

Overall, the lesson from the American and British contexts is that American and 

British single-member district plurality systems provide few effective electoral 

alternatives in an era of dealignment. In response to the diminishing incidence and 

strength of party loyalties, voters are forced to decide their preferences on the basis of 

their evaluations of the government’s short-term economic performance. In the United 

States, evaluations of the record of the incumbent in delivering sound national economic 

management emerge strongly in votes for the two major party presidential candidates – 

votes for the incumbent in good economic times, and for the main challenger in bad 

economic times. Likewise, in Great Britain, there is robust evidence that highlights a 

link between national economic conditions and which of the two major parties will 

govern. Voters turn only occasionally to third parties when their frustrations outweigh 

the disincentives in the plurality system to support them. And, anyway, many of those 
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most likely to vote for a minor party – who feel both major parties have failed to deliver 

economic prosperity – will abstain, citing the lack of tangible benefit from third party 

support. In short, then, in the United States and Great Britain, there is a strong and 

significant influence of economic perceptions on votes for the two major parties, 

reflective of two-party plurality electoral systems. 

 

Australian electoral alternatives and economic voting 

 

In Australia also, patterns of dealignment have emerged in recent decades, creating 

fertile ground for perceptions of the government’s economic management to determine 

who governs. However, the Australian system permits voters a range of readily 

available alternative behavioural outlets through which they can express economic 

grievances – outlets that Australian voters overall may be more inclined to explore 

because their participation is forced through monetary penalties, including, most 

importantly, those Australians disaffected with both major parties’ economic 

credentials. It is argued that these institutional conditions function to modify the 

economic voting link in unique ways and to dampen the extent to which economic 

evaluations affect governments’ electoral prospects. The focus of this section is to 

outline these alternatives and identify their likely impact on patterns of economic 

voting. 

For a long time, Australia was presumed immune from the breakdown in 

partisan and class loyalties that has afflicted the United States and Great Britain. In his 

study of party identification covering the late 1960s and 1970s – the period when 

dealignment had begun to take hold in other countries – Aitkin (1982, 41) found that 

around eight in ten voters retained persistent loyalties, with most voting according to 

their affinity. Likewise, class images long had an important role in determining 
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individuals’ political views (see Kelley and McAllister 1985; McAllister 1992, ch. 7). 

To Aitkin (1982, 477) class in Australia, was ‘the rock on which the party system 

rest[ed] and [it was] a major influence on electoral behaviour’. This Australian 

exceptionalism is generally said to be due, at least in part, to institutional features like 

compulsory voting and short election terms, which ensure people regularly cast a ballot 

for ‘their’ party, which reinforces their partisan attachment (see Aitkin 1985, 92; Marks 

1993, 141; McAllister 1992, 39; McAllister 2002a, 387-388; Mackerras and McAllister 

1999, 229-230). However, in more recent years, the first signs have emerged that 

Australian voters too have grown weary of the major parties. Many commentators now 

point to erosion in the strength of voters’ affiliations, with the number of ‘very strong’ 

identifiers declining by nearly one-half compared to the earlier period, with an 

equivalent increase in those reporting ‘not very strong’ identification (Bean 1996, 143; 

Bean 1997c, 117; McAllister 1992, 38-42; McAllister 2002a, 388). In terms of the 

incidence of party attachments across the electorate, the number of voters with no party 

attachment, has remained, for the most part, remarkably stable across the period from 

the 1960s and 1970s to the current day (Bean 1996; Bean 1997c; McAllister and Clark 

2007, 9).83 Much as in Great Britain, a decline in class self-image and effects has also 

occurred in Australia (see Charnock 1997; Goot 1994; Jones and McAllister 1989; 

Kemp 1978; McAllister 1992, ch. 7; Weakliem and Western 1999). This pattern of 

effects suggests that Australia has experienced a decline in the strength of voters’ 

attachments to the main parties, but not widespread abandonment of partisanship. And, 

indeed, from a comparative perspective, these patterns of dealignment are relatively 

modest (Bean 1996; McAllister 2011b, ch. 3). So, it is wise not to expect economic 

effects in Australia of an equivalent magnitude to those in the United States and Great 

                                                
83 Until 1993, the Australian Election Study did not include a ‘no party’ option. This biases the results and 
accounts for the relatively modest number of independents in the 1987 and 1990 studies, and an apparent 
dramatic rise in 1993 (Charnock 1996). The 1993 pattern is in line with the results of the Australian 
National Political Attitudes study conducted by Aitkin in 1967, 1969 and 1979, and which did include a 
‘no party’ option. 
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Britain. However, the weakening of partisanship in Australia is sufficient to expect a 

dramatically heightened independent impact for short-term economic perceptions in 

votes for the government or major opposition party in the House of Representatives. 

And yet, this need not be the case in Australia given the availability of a range of 

alternative avenues through which voters can express their economic assessments and 

that may well alter the patterns of economic voting in unique ways.  

As with American and British first-past-the-post systems, the Australian 

Alternative Vote (AV) system ensures votes cast for parties outside of the major party 

duopoly are rarely successful in delivering winning candidates due to single-member 

electoral districts and high electoral thresholds in the House of Representatives. 

However, in demanding absolute majorities, AV ensures that votes for minor parties are 

rarely wasted. Minor party votes, even if unsuccessful in electing a winning candidate, 

flow-on to one of the major parties and help determine electoral outcomes, especially in 

closely contested seats. While the voters’ ballot is initially cast for a minor party, as the 

count proceeds, it will inevitably be transferred to one of the major parties.  

AV has helped position minor parties as a regularised ballot alternative for 

economic disaffection. The preferential aspect of AV has allowed minor parties to 

accrue significant policy and upper house representational benefits in return for 

directing their supporters to rank one of the major parties ahead of the other major party 

(Bean, McAllister and Warhurst 1990; Sharman, Sayers and Miragliotta 2002). The 

benefits available to minor parties have, in turn, encouraged them to contest lower 

house districts, even though they stand little chance of winning a seat (see Jaensch and 

Mathieson 1998, 4-22). Minor parties, then, have a regularised presence on the House of 

Representatives ballot. This is distinct from the American system where, as we have 

seen, minor parties emerge only in the worst situations as a ‘path of last resort’ and, 

given the near impossibility of winning election, quickly depart the electoral scene 
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(Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1996, 126). Minor parties’ regular presence on the ballot 

establishes the potential for voters to use minor party first preferences as a regularised 

alternative outlet for the expression of their economic disaffection, fundamentally 

altering the simple American and British reward and punish model of economic voting 

model. 

Preferential voting also establishes a unique opportunity for expressing 

economic sentiments through the strategic ordering of preferences. This system means 

that should a voter cast a minor party first preference and list the incumbent major party 

ahead of the major opposition party in their ranking of the remaining candidates, their 

ballot will inevitably return to the major governing party. Likewise, should a voter cast 

a minor party first preference and rank the major opposition party ahead of the 

incumbent major party, their ballot will inevitably return to the major opposition party. 

It is this aspect of the preferential voting system that Rydon (1956, 76) argues lessens 

the ‘psychological factor operating against minor parties’. Gow (1990) argues that in the 

1990 election significant numbers of economically disaffected voters followed a Labor 

party campaign strategy by expressing economic disaffection in a minor party first 

preference and a second preference for the incumbent Labor party. This strategy 

enabled Labor to pick up enough lower-order preferences at the 1990 election to retain 

office despite economic turbulence (Bowler and Denemark 1993, 20; Gow 1990; 

McAllister and Bean 1990; Reilly 2001b, 88). In this way, minor party first preference 

votes may well represent a temporary signal of economic disaffection, and a reminder to 

the government that they must do better (Aitkin 1985, 93; Bowler and Denemark 1993, 

20-21; Gow 1990, 70; Marks 1993, 141). This is distinct from simply outright 

abandonment of the government via a vote for the major opposition party. A minor 

party is not likely to gain control of the government purse strings, so voters that give a 

minor party their first preference must be expressing temporary protest against the 



 

 

117 

government’s economic management, while also tacitly conveying that they do not 

want the major opposition party in control. The opportunity exists, then, for voters to 

channel their economic frustrations into minor party first preference votes that are given 

to the government through the strategic ordering of second and later preferences. By 

giving a first preference to a minor party and a second preference to the governing 

party, it is possible for voters to express disdain of the government’s economic 

performance without it affecting the election outcome.  

Australian voters also have available to them an upper house alternative for 

communicating their economic attitudes. Parties in Australia’s parliamentary framework 

have crucial systemic functions that position the Senate as the recipient of voters’ 

economic sentiments. Though the majority party in the lower house forms the executive 

branch of government, votes on legislation in both chambers are taken strictly along 

party lines, and major party Senators can be considered extensions of the governing and 

opposition parties as they regularly hold high profile cabinet positions.84 As the House 

of Representatives and Senate also have relatively co-equal powers, members of the 

major governing party in either chamber may bear the brunt of economic responsibility. 

Elections for the House of Representatives and Senate are also normally held 

concurrently, facilitating the ease of expression for economic assessments at any one 

time across both chambers of Australia’s bicameral system.85 All of this means that 

there are clear linkages between the parties in the House of Representatives and the 

Senate and the upper house has influence over government expenditure. In contrast, as 

we have seen, the British voter confronts a largely unicameral, unitary political system 

that authorises unrestrained executive control over the economic development of the 

                                                
84 The underlying reason for strict party discipline in parliamentary systems is the threat of de-selection 
for local members. Crossing the floor can also hamper career development and ministerial aspirations 
(see Bowler, Farrell and Katz 1996). 
85 House of Representatives and Senate elections need not be held simultaneously, but this practice has 
been popular in recent decades as it eases the burden on voters’ attendance at the polls and reduces the 
costs to government in staging multiple elections.  
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nation. Americans, in addition to presidential elections, also vote for the Congress, but 

they do not, in large number, express their economic sentiments through Congressional 

contests, preferring to do so almost exclusively via the presidential ballot (see Kiewiet 

and Rivers 1985, p. 222; Fiorina 1981, pp. 28, 29 and 31). Overall, then, the Australian 

Senate is a particularly functional behavioural outlet for the expression of economic 

disaffection and significant numbers of voters may well use their vote for this chamber 

to convey their economic sentiments. The upper house alternative may functionally 

dampen the effect of economic conditions on voting at lower house elections, as some 

voters’ economic evaluations may be manifested in upper house votes and not in the 

lower house. 

As this second chamber elects its members through a Single Transferrable Vote 

form of Proportional Representation, this may be expected to have profound 

consequences for the form of economic voting. Even though the government is not 

formed in the Senate, the more conducive environment for minor parties in the 

Australian Senate may be expected to result in the expression of economic disaffection 

in the upper house predominantly through minor party votes. Bean and Wattenberg 

(1998) argue that disaffected voters in Australia support divided House of 

Representatives and Senate control as a reaction to the perceived failings of the 

government. Minor parties have a greater prospect of securing representation in the 

upper house and, historically, have won enough seats to hold the balance of power. 

Voters, then, can be expected to respond to economic disaffection by casting minor 

party votes in the Senate as part of an effort to limit the major parties’ governing power. 

As with the strategic potential in the apportionment of preferences, recognition of the 

differential opportunities provided by the Senate’s proportional electoral rules, assumes 

a high level of political sophistication that is likely to be the preserve of a relatively 

select portion of the electorate. Nonetheless, sufficient numbers of voters are expected 
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to be cognisant of minor parties’ improved electoral prospects. It is hypothesised that 

sufficient numbers of voters will express their economic disaffection in minor party 

votes to generate heightened economic effects in upper house support for minor parties 

vis-à-vis the lower house and to alter the economic voting link. 

Finally, Australia’s system of compulsory voting is expected to have 

consequences for the form of economic voting, as those individuals who might 

otherwise abstain and feel both major parties are responsible for economic failures are 

compelled to participate in the electoral process. In the United States and Great Britain, 

many of the most economically disaffected citizens abstain, especially as there are no 

viable third party alternatives to benefit from their contempt of the major parties. In 

contrast, compulsory voting laws in Australian federal elections force the participation 

of all citizens, including those who are disaffected from both of the major parties. In 

doing so, compulsory voting laws are expected to increase the overall share of the vote 

accruing to minor parties from negative economic assessments. Voters who feel 

disaffected from both major parties cannot abstain, so they must grudgingly cast their 

ballot for an underperforming major party, or, more purposively, cast a minor party 

vote. At the same time, those forced by the electoral system to participate are unlikely to 

recognise the opportunities provided by lower house preferential voting and perhaps 

even the Senate’s proportional electoral system for minor party voting as these 

opportunities assume a level of sophistication that not all voters possess. There is a 

tension between voter indifference and electoral outlets premised on voter evaluations 

and the considered use of their vote. These voters’ indifference, then, may well affect 

overall usage of complex features of Australia’s electoral system for the expression of 

economic concerns. 

In sum, the Australian system provides voters with a range of alternative 

avenues for the expression of economic assessments not available to their American and 
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British counterparts. Despite weakened partisan affinities, the effect of economic 

conditions on votes for the two major parties in the House of Representatives is 

expected to be relatively weak given alternative pathways and almost universal electoral 

participation. Economic conditions are not expected to emerge solely in House of 

Representatives first preference votes for the two major parties, but also in several 

alternative avenues include minor party first preferences in the lower house and upper 

house votes. As a high level of political sophistication is required for voters’ to 

strategically rank the candidates on the ballot it is expected that, at best, only a small 

number of voters will express their economic disaffection by giving a minor party their 

first preference and the major governing party their second preference. At the same 

time, voters en masse are expected to be cognisant of the relatively easier calculus of 

differential opportunities for parties across the House of Representatives and Senate. 

This is hypothesised to result in heightened effects for economic disaffection on upper 

house votes for minor parties. In short, there will be a distinctive set of economic effects 

diffused across different sorts of votes and different chambers. The focus now shifts to 

analysis of individual level survey data and the specification of multivariate models of 

economic voting to test these propositions.  

 

Data and results 

  

To explore the influence of Australia’s electoral system on patterns of economic voting, 

individual-level data from the Australian Election Study (AES) are examined, beginning 

with the first study in 1987 and incorporating all subsequent studies up to and including 

the 2007 election. The inquiry starts with a bivariate analysis of voters’ economic 

assessments and their correlation with House of Representatives voting. The focus then 

shifts to logistic regression models that are run to gauge the independent impact of 
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perceived economic conditions on first preference and second preference voting in the 

House of Representatives and on voting in the Australian Senate. Finally, the 

substantive effect of economic perceptions on major party and minor party vote 

probabilities is determined through a series of simulations. 

 

Correlation analysis 

 

The natural starting point for examining the influence of Australia’s electoral rules on 

economic voting is an analysis of the bivariate correlation between retrospective 

economic assessments of both overall national conditions and personal situation, and 

vote choice in the House of Representatives. This analysis provides an insight into the 

extent to which individuals with a negative view of economic performance vote against 

the government in the lower house, and the extent to which economic disaffection is 

manifested in lower house votes for the major opposition party and minor parties.86  

Assuming voters utilise the range of alternative avenues furnished by the Australian 

system, the expectation is for economic disaffection to promote relatively modest levels 

of voting against the government, and for this disaffection to emerge in votes for both 

the major opposition party and minor parties. The bivariate results in Table 5.1 support 

this contention. In all eight elections, respondents who feel their own financial situation, 

and national economic conditions, are worse on election day than 12 months ago are 

more likely to vote against the government. Negative economic perceptions are a 

consistent predictor of votes for both the major opposition party and minor parties. 

Having said that, the overall strength of association between economic perceptions and 

support for either the major opposition party or minor parties, is, at best, moderate. For 

instance, at the 1998 election, the correlation coefficient for the association between 

                                                
86 As in the previous chapter, ‘independent’ candidates are included in the minor party vote analysis. This 
is because the Australian Election Study does not include a separate ‘independent’ option in vote choice. 
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worsening national economic conditions on major opposition party votes is only .29, 

while the equivalent correlation coefficient for minor party votes is .23. Electors who 

perceive bad economic times tend to vote against the government in the lower house, 

and do so by rewarding either the major party opposition or minor parties, only to a 

modest extent. The distribution of economic effects provides tentative support for the 

hypothesised role of minor parties as a regularised alternate outlet for economic 

disaffection. Simultaneously, the modesty of the overall anti-incumbent effect in lower 

house votes offers provisional evidence that voter dealignment need not necessarily 

correlate with dramatically higher levels of economic voting in the House of 

Representatives and may well point to the use of an upper house alternative for the 

expression of economic sentiments. 

The results in Table 5.1 also allow the assessment of whether there is a stronger 

relationship between national economic conditions or personal financial situation and 

voting choice. In all eight elections between 1987 and 2007, the correlation between an 

opposition vote and national economic conditions is markedly stronger than the strength 

of association between opposition voting and respondents’ personal financial situation. 

Similarly, in all eight elections between 1987 and 2007, the correlation between a minor 

party vote and national economic conditions is markedly stronger than the strength of 

association between minor party voting and respondents’ personal financial situation. 

This result is fundamentally consistent with most research in the United States and 

Great Britain: ‘in study after study ... strong sociotropic economic effects have 

manifested themselves in the general voting population’ (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 

2007, 523). 

 

Multivariate analysis 
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These bivariate patterns are indicative of the influence of electoral rules on the link 

between economic factors and voting behaviour. However, to precisely identify the 

impact of economic conditions on voting, it is necessary to control for a number of 

factors that influence voter behaviour in Australia. Only if these influences on the vote 

are accounted for is it possible to uncover reliable estimates of the relationship between 

economic perceptions and the vote. To this end, a multinomial logistic model is 

specified. Built into this model are broadly comparably measures of economic 

perceptions to those utilised in the United States and Great Britain and a battery of 

Australian attitudinal and demographic factors to act as measures of control for the 

economic variable. The multinomial equation is well suited to this technique as it allows 

the estimation of the probability of votes for the major governing party, major 

opposition party, and minor parties, as distinct from treating electoral contests as an 

artificial choice between the two major parties.  

The most important component in a model of economic voting is the inclusion 

of a variable to tap short-term, economic sentiments. A measure of perceived 

retrospective national economic conditions is used because it has dominated voter 

assessments in American and British research on economic effects. As Lewis-Beck 

(1988, 160) remarks, ‘no matter how measured, the personal retrospective measures of 

economic conditions seem little related to vote intention. In contrast, collective 

economic evaluations reliably relate to vote intention’. We have also seen in the 

bivariate analysis that evaluations of national economic evaluations are more closely 

tied to voter behaviour at the bivariate level than perceptions of personal financial 

situation in Australia. A rival theory of prospective economic voting has attracted some 

support, including in Australia (Blount 1999; McAllister 1992, 181-187), but as the 

purpose of this chapter is not to determine the relative weight of expectations versus 

performance related assessments, the focus in the model is exclusively on voters’ 
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evaluations of the general economic situation in Australia at election time compared 

with 12 months ago. 

The control variables are those factors included in other models of economic 

voting and those expected to prompt voter support for one party or another at Australian 

national elections. A measure of party identification is included because of its 

predominant influence on voter behaviour in Australia, and its potential to distort, or 

colour, economic evaluations. This factor is tapped by including two variables: 

identification with the major governing party (identification with the major opposition 

party is the reference category and minor party or no identification is a constant), and a 

separate three-category strength of identification variable (‘very strong’, ‘fairly strong’, 

and ‘not very strong’). Another factor that needs to be taken into account in Australian 

elections is voters’ assessment of the major party leaders, which has been shown to have 

a forceful influence on voter behaviour (see Bean 1993; Bean and Mughan 1989; 

Denemark, Ward and Bean 2011; Graetz and McAllister 1987a; McAllister 1992, ch. 8; 

Senior and van Onselen 2008). Leaders’ influence is controlled through a common 

method: a scale of 11-point thermometer scores, ranging from 0 (strongly dislike) to 10 

(strong like), for the prime minister minus the opposition leader. Controls for several 

social structural variables are also included in the model. While these factors have 

arguably declined in their influence on voter behaviour in Australia over recent decades, 

they nonetheless remain influential for some segments of the electorate and are included 

in most models of voting as control measures. The social structural variables included in 

this model are self-reported class affiliation (upper or middle class versus working 

class), trade union membership (yes versus no), church attendance (5-point variable 

from regular to never), and place of residence (rural versus urban). Finally, a range of 

demographic variables is incorporated into the model. These are: gender (male versus 

female), education (university versus other), age (in years), and income (in dollars).  
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In sum, the economic model in this chapter measures vote choice as a function 

of several factors: perceived national economic conditions, direction of party 

identification, strength of party identification, leader assessments, class affiliation, trade 

union membership, church attendance, place of residence, gender, education, age, and 

income (for details on all variables used and the coding scheme see Appendix III).  

The multivariate results in Table 5.2 confirm the expectation that economic 

disaffection with the government is diffused into lower house votes for both the major 

party opposition and minor parties. For example, Table 5.2 shows that perceived 

worsening of national economic conditions prompts votes for both the major party 

opposition and minor parties in all elections between 1987 and 2007. The direction of 

this effect is consistent and the relationship is statistically significant in all eight of the 

elections for the major opposition party and minor parties. It is clear, therefore, that 

Australian voters faced with perceived negative economic conditions form their vote 

preferences against the government. Most important, the pattern of voters regularly 

turning to minor party voting as a way to express their negative economic perceptions 

supports the hypothesis that Australian voters have regularised alternative outlets for 

their economic concerns.  

The perceived worsening of national economic conditions has a significant and 

positive effect on votes for the major opposition party and minor parties in the House of 

Representatives. However, these results do not tell us the magnitude of economic 

effects on anti-incumbent votes or the relative weight of economic effects on votes for 

the major opposition party and minor parties. As with all non-linear models, the 

coefficients in a multinomial equation are dependent on the values of the other variables 

in the model, and, therefore, are not sufficient to determine the substantive effect of any 

variable on the vote, nor are they comparable across models. To generate interpretable 
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and comparable effect sizes for economic conditions on voting, a simulation is run.87 

This involves first generating baseline vote probabilities for each party type across the 

entire sample – major governing party, major opposition party, and minor parties. The 

baseline is the vote probability of each party in the sample based on the characteristics 

of all respondents in the sample. Estimated vote probabilities are calculated from a 

hypothetical one-unit change in economic perceptions across all observations in the data 

set while holding each of the control variables at their actual values. Calculating the 

difference in the two sets of mean vote probabilities for each party generates the 

substantive economic effects.88 This gives us a single measure of the magnitude of the 

economic vote and an estimate of the influence of economic conditions on voting for 

the major party in government, the major opposition party and minor parties. 

Table 5.3 presents the substantive effects of economic perceptions on votes in 

Australian House of Representatives elections. If voters utilise the regularised minor 

party outlet in the House of Representatives, perceived economic conditions will affect 

overall voting for minor parties in lower house votes. The results in Table 5.3 show that 

votes against the government on the basis of economic disdain are as hypothesised. That 

is, economic disaffection is consistently diffused into votes for both the major 

opposition party and minor parties. Both the major opposition party and minor parties 

                                                
87 My approach is similar to that used by Duch and Stevenson (2006, 538-539; also see Duch and 
Stevenson 2008, 51-52). 
88 The one-unit change in economic assessments is in the direction of a worsening economy. If voters’ 
economic perceptions for the previous year were already at the ‘worse’ category, they remain so. 
Importantly, as the distribution of economic perceptions varies across the data sets, the estimated size of 
the economic effect will also vary. That is, the more voters who have negative evaluations of national 
economic conditions, the smaller the estimated magnitude of the economic effect. As such, to assess the 
reliability of results simulations of the effect of a one-unit improvement in economic perceptions are run. 
These simulations show, overall, expectable patterns. The major party government receives increased 
numbers of votes from economic upturn and the major party opposition and minor parties experience a 
loss of votes. In some years (2004, and 2007), the effect of a one-unit increase in economic evaluations 
on votes for the major party government is weaker than a one-unit decrease in economic evaluations, 
while in other years (1990, 1993) the effect of a one-unit increase in economic evaluations is stronger. In 
1987, 1996, 1998 and 2001 the results are effectively the same: the government loses an equivalent share 
of their votes from a simulated economic downturn as they gain from a simulated economic upturn. So, 
overall, in good economic times (2004, and 2007) the effects may be marginally over-estimated, while in 
bad economic times (1990 and 1993) they may be under-estimated. For results of the one-unit 
improvement in economic perceptions simulation see Appendix IV. 
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consistently received a greater number of votes from a perceived economic downturn. 

The magnitude of anti-incumbent economic effects in votes for the major opposition 

party and minor parties does, however, vary from election to election – votes for the 

major opposition party increased most in 1993 (0.50), 1996 (0.89), and 2007 (1.38), 

while votes for minor parties increased most in 1987 (1.17), 1990 (0.89), 1998 (3.70), 

2001 (1.88), and 2004 (3.25). But, overall, minor parties actually emerge as the 

principal beneficiaries of worsened economic conditions in Australian House of 

Representatives elections: the median effect of a simulated worsening in economic 

effects on votes for the major party opposition is 0.54 per cent, while the effect on 

voting for minor parties is 1.14 per cent.89  

This result serves to confirm the hypothesis that Australian voters use minor 

party outlets in the lower house for their economic concerns. To the extent that 

Australian voters cast lower house ballots against the government in bad economic 

times, they consistently and predominantly vote for minor parties. This finding supports 

Gow (1990, 70) who has argued, ‘minor parties’ share of first preferences may ... be a 

better measure of economic voting’ than first preference votes for the major opposition 

party. In contrast, especially in the United States, economic effects emerge almost 

exclusively in votes for the two major parties and only sporadically for minor parties, 

given the punishing effect of majoritarian electoral rules. Fiorina (1981, 25) contends 

that ‘the electorate “is a rational god of vengeance and reward”, an electorate that treats 

elections … as referenda on the incumbent administration’s handling of the economy’. 

Americans and Britons evaluate the results of a government’s economic performance, 

and re-elect it or, with few viable alternatives, install the major opposition party. In 

Australia, where the electoral system does not force a choice between major parties or 

                                                
89 The particularly strong minor party results in 1998 and 2001 support the argument that Pauline 
Hanson’s One Nation benefitted handsomely from those who felt the Coalition government had done a 
poor job in managing the economy (Denemark and Bowler 2002; Goot 1998; Goot and Watson 2001). 
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allow people to abstain, there is frequent and consistent economic voting for small 

parties. 

Economic effects in Australian House of Representatives elections emerge 

consistently and strongly in minor party votes. And yet, in the Alternative Vote system, 

minor parties almost never secure winning tallies of supporters, so these votes will 

inevitably flow back to one of the two major party groupings during the counting of 

second and later preferences. Unlike the traditional view of economic voting as 

selecting a preferred candidate deemed capable of securing representation, this system 

permits Australians a unique opportunity to signal their economic disaffection by 

strategically casting a minor party first preference and giving their second preference to 

the major governing party. Australians, in effect, have an avenue to express economic 

disdain that does not disrupt the status quo or install the opposition. 

Table 5.4 shows logistic regression results for a combination of minor party first 

preference votes and second preferences for the major governing party. The weight of 

evidence from Table 5.4 suggests that, overall, Australians’ economic disaffection is not 

manifested in a combination of minor party first preference votes and second 

preferences for the government. Negative economic perceptions are, however, a 

predictor of minor party first preferences, cast in tandem with second preferences for 

the major opposition party. This flow of the ballot is evident in all five of the elections 

for which data on second preferences is available.90  

The effect of a simulated worsening in perceived economic conditions on minor 

party voters’ second preferences for the major party in government (versus minor party 

first preferences and second preferences for the major opposition party) is charted in 

Table 5.5. In each of the five elections analysed, the major opposition party benefitted 

                                                
90 The consistency in the direction of the effects is indicative of the relationship, but it should be noted 
that none of these effects is significantly different from 0. Statistical significance is a measure of 
confidence for a given relationship: that is, how certain can one be about the direction of a relationship. 
The non-significance of national economic disdain means we cannot be certain about the direction of this 
relationship and some caution is advised in interpreting these results. 
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from negative economic perceptions. The effect of negative economic evaluations on 

the vote probability of the major party opposition is 1.51 per cent in 1996, 0.32 per cent 

in 1998, 1.53 per cent in 2001, 0.19 per cent in 2004, and 0.32 per cent in 2007, for a 

median effect of 0.32 per cent. Clearly then, these overall patterns do not support a 

hypothesis that predicts voters avail themselves of the strategic potential of the ballot to 

express economic concerns through minor party first preferences ceded to the 

government via second preferences. The benefits accruing to the major opposition party 

from minor party voters’ second and later preferences in these years may well point to 

an alternative calculus for expressing economic disaffection. 

In order to further understand this pattern of effects, the proportion of second 

preference votes from economically disaffected minor party supporters (listed by party) 

directed to either the government or opposition is examined. This flow of preferences is 

charted in Table 5.6. Consistent with the regression and simulation results, the overall 

patterns suggest most economically disaffected minor party voters’ second preferences 

are apportioned to the major opposition party, although some votes do return to the 

government. For instance, at the 2004 election, 82 per cent of disaffected minor party 

voters give their second preference to the major opposition party, and 18 per cent to the 

major governing party. The largest vote flows are from the Australian Greens to the 

Labor party opposition between 2001 and 2007, and from the Australian Democrats to 

the Labor opposition between 1998 and 2001. This pattern is symptomatic of left 

leaning voters seeking to ensure their preferences do not flow to the Coalition parties, 

given the predominantly centre-left ideological orientation of Australia’s significant 

minor parties across this period – the Australian Democrats and Australian Greens. 

Likewise, One Nation Party voters were evenly split between the Government and 

Opposition in 1998, but more likely to award the Coalition government their second 

preference in 2001. This pattern echoes Bowler and Denemark’s (1993, 24) remarks on 
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ticket splitting: ‘voters ... more often than not ... remain “loyal” to the same ideological 

bloc’. An anomalous pattern occurs at the 1996 election. The Labor party government 

received only 40 per cent of the flow of minor party voters’ preferences, and the 

Coalition opposition 60 per cent. This result is due predominantly to Australian 

Democrats’ voters expressing their economic disaffection by awarding the Coalition 

their second preference and it might well be inferred that the Australian Democrats were 

a temporary outlet for all sorts of voters disgruntled with the economic situation at that 

election. Nevertheless, overall, minor party votes principally flow to the major 

opposition party, at least in part, because of the significant minor parties’ ideological 

proximity to the Labor opposition in these elections. 

It is possible that much of the flow of preferences from minor parties back to the 

major opposition party is party generated and not the result of individual voters’ 

strategising. Put differently, minor party first preferences may ultimately rest with the 

major opposition party because they sit ahead of the major governing party on minor 

party how-to-vote cards. This appears a plausible explanation as over half of all 

Australian voters rely on ‘how-to-vote’ cards (Farrell and McAllister 2008, 97). Table 

5.7 explores whether people who give their first preference to a minor party follow a 

how-to-vote card in Australian elections. It does this by presenting mean scores for 

followed a how-to-vote card and decided my own preferences for minor party votes. 

Table 5.7 shows that, in each election from 1996 to 2007, individuals who followed a 

how-to-vote card were significantly less likely to vote for a minor party than those who 

decided their own preferences. In other words, those who decided their own preferences 

were much more likely to give their first preference to a minor party than one of the 

major parties. This finding is consistent with earlier research showing that minor party 

voters are much less likely to adopt their party’s preferred order (Bean 1997a, 110). The 

significance of this result is that, by and large, the flow of preferences from minor 
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parties to the major opposition party is voter directed and not the consequence of 

widespread adherence to the party preferred order. 

While the pattern of minor party voters giving their second preference to the 

major opposition party is not the anticipated effect, these results do provide support for 

economic disaffection assuming a very different form in Australian than it does in the 

United States and Great Britain. Minor party voters do not appear to vote in a way that 

provides the wholesale apportionment of their second and later preferences to the major 

party government. But, there is more tangible evidence that the bulk of the small 

number of minor party supporters strategically cede their vote to a major opposition 

party as a vehicle for economic disaffection. This pattern reflects the ideological 

alignment of the major governing party and major opposition at any one time – minor 

party votes largely flowed away from the government as it was a centre-right Coalition, 

and was not ideologically aligned with the significant minor parties of the period. 

Gow’s (1990) research then, which showed a significant occurrence of minor party 

votes returning to the government as a temporary signal of economic disaffection, 

reflects a context that included a Labor incumbent and two significant centre-left minor 

parties in the 1990 election. Voters cast minor party votes that are then transferred to an 

ideologically aligned major party. This pattern suggests that these voters are using the 

ballot’s preferences to send the major parties signals of economic disdain, while their 

assignment of their second preference to the major party acknowledges the non-viability 

of minor party candidacies. The equivalent calculus for American and British voters is 

fraught with the fact their vote, from first-to-last, is wasted. In American and British 

two-party plurality systems, votes cast for minor parties cannot be transferred, but in the 

Australian preferential system, even though a minor party may not be the winner, all are 

virtually ensured to return to the major parties following the counting preferences. Since 
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voters get a double-shot at expressing their preferences in Australia, economic effects 

may be underestimated should researchers focus exclusively on first preference votes.  

Importantly, the distribution of these voter preferences will have electoral 

consequences as sufficient numbers of Australians – approximately 10 to 15 per cent in 

any given election – do cast minor party votes. Most minor party votes flow back to the 

alternative government and, therefore, have a similar effect to first preference votes for 

the major opposition party. However, a significant portion of anti-incumbent economic 

votes cast for minor parties do return to the government – anywhere between 18 and 46 

per cent between 1996 and 2007 – and, crucially, they may well depress the effect of 

economic conditions on election outcomes and the extent to which governments are 

punished for presiding over bad economic times. The government will still lose lower 

house seats as a result of perceived economic downturn, but the diffusion of economic 

effects across minor parties in the lower house diminishes their overall impact. 

I now return to Table 5.3, which presents the overall level of anti-incumbent 

voting from negative economic perceptions in Australian House of Representatives 

elections. The point estimates for the major governing party from worsening economic 

conditions fail to reach even -4 per cent. The effects range from -0.97 per cent in 1993 

to -3.84 per cent in 2004. In a typical election the major governing party can expect to 

lose 2.19 per cent of their vote share from a decline in economic perceptions. These are 

decidedly modest overall effects when compared to the equivalent effects in comparable 

case studies. For instance, during bad economic times, the incumbent vote is typically 5 

to 6 per cent lower in US presidential elections, and, at the weakest point in British 

general elections, approximately 10 per cent lower. Even with the weakened state of 

party affiliation in Australia in the period under review, economic effects in the House 

of Representatives remain relatively modest effects, especially when compared with 

equivalent patterns in American and British first-past-the-post contests. This result 
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largely supports prior research that shows ‘Australian voters do not generally respond to 

economic stimuli when making their voting decision’ in House of Representatives 

elections (Mughan 1987, 72 also see Duch and Stevenson 2006, 541; Duch and 

Stevenson 2008, 67; Gow 1990; Jackman and Marks 1994; Leigh and Wolfers 2006; 

McAllister 1992, 183). The availability of an upper house alternative for voters’ 

economic concerns in Australia may help to account for overall weaker economic 

effects in the House of Representatives. This avenue as a means of expressing economic 

disaffection is analysed below. 

Table 5.8 displays multinomial regression results for major opposition party and 

minor party voting in the Australian Senate. It shows that there is consistent voting for 

both the major party opposition and minor parties in the Senate driven by negative 

perceptions of the economy. Economic perceptions are a statistically significant 

predictor of votes for the major opposition party in four of the eight Senate elections. 

They are also significant economic effects on voting for minor parties in six of the eight 

Senate elections. These results suggest that there are tangible economic effects in votes 

for different parties. They also offer support to the hypothesis that upper house votes, 

especially for minor parties, consistency function as an outlet for economic disaffection. 

Table 5.9 provides estimates of the magnitude of the effect of economic 

perceptions on Senate votes for the major governing party, major opposition party and 

minor parties. The simulated worsening of economic evaluations reduces votes for the 

major governing party in a typical election by 2.40 per cent. The point estimates for the 

major governing party across all elections fall into a distribution from -0.32 per cent to  

-4.82 per cent. That is, the government loses between 0.32 per cent and 4.82 per cent 

during periods of perceived economic downturn. The magnitude of these effects is still 

relatively modest in comparison with the American and British patterns. Yet they are 

broadly moderately stronger than the effects for the House of Representatives where the 
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government typically loses 2.19 per cent of their vote in perceived bad economic times, 

and the point estimates fall into a distribution from -0.97 per cent to -3.84 per cent. This 

result lends support to the hypothesis that the Senate acts as an important outlet for 

voters’ economic disaffection, more so than the lower house of parliament. Australian 

voters express their economic disdain via their upper house ballot, perhaps as an 

alternative to turfing the government from office by voting for the major opposition 

party in the House of Representatives. 

At the same time, it is of interest to explore the influence of the Senate’s 

proportional electoral system on patterns of minor party voting. The heightened 

prospect of minor parties winning seats in the Senate is expected to engender stronger 

and more predominant economic effects for minor parties and diminished effects on 

votes for the major opposition party. The increased strength of economic conditions on 

minor party votes is evident in the simulated vote probabilities in Table 5.9. For 

example, Table 5.9 shows the median effect of economic conditions on minor party 

votes in the Senate is 1.98 per cent, which is almost twice the size of the equivalent 

effect in Table 5.3 for the House of Representatives (1.14 per cent). It is also 

substantially larger than the median effect for the major party opposition in the upper 

house (0.24 per cent). The effect of the economy on votes for the major party opposition 

in the Senate is, itself, half of the magnitude of the effect reported in Table 5.3 for the 

House of Representatives (0.54 per cent). Examination of the change in vote 

probabilities at each Senate election shows that perceived national economic conditions 

made the largest difference to minor party votes in all eight of the elections under 

review. These patterns are indicative of widespread voter awareness of the differential 

opportunities of Australia’s bicameral electoral system. Australian voters are responsive 

to the Senate’s relatively low threshold for election, expressing their economic disdain 

more forcefully in votes for winning minor party candidates with potential to win. 
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All told, then, the effect of perceived economic conditions on vote choice in 

Australia is distinct from the form of economic voting in the United States and Great 

Britain. Voter dealignment in the latter two countries has precipitated strong economic 

effects almost exclusively in voters’ preferences for the two major parties, precisely 

because majoritarian electoral rules afford minimal viable party alternatives and 

voluntary voting systems ensure many of the economically disaffected citizens most 

likely to support minor parties will abstain. In contrast, weakening partisan loyalties in 

Australia seem to generate relatively modest economic effects in House of 

Representatives votes. To the extent that economic disaffection stimulates lower house 

votes against the government, it is diffused into votes for both the major opposition 

party and, importantly, minor parties. Voters en masse do not cast minor party first 

preferences that return to the government through the strategic apportionment of second 

and later preferences. Rather, minor party voters tend to give their second preferences to 

an ideologically aligned major party. This pattern suggests that these voters are using 

preferential voting to strategically send the major parties a message of economic 

disdain, while recognising the limits on minor parties winning election by assigning 

their second preference to a major party. Even still, enough Australians do cast minor 

party votes that return to the major governing party through the vote count, such that the 

effect of anti-incumbent economic voting on the governing party is diminished. Finally, 

economic disaffection also emerges in upper house votes against the government, 

suggesting this as an effective outlet for the expression of economic sentiments. 

Responding to fairer, more proportional electoral rules, upper house voters primarily 

express their economic disaffection through minor party support. Clearly then, as 

hypothesised, Australian voters, forced to participate in elections, use several alternative 

avenues afforded by the electoral system for the expression of economic attitudes, 

especially minor party votes in both parliamentary chambers. These results, in turn, 
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point to the role of electoral rules as a crucial factor in determining patterns of economic 

effects and voter behaviour more broadly. 

 

Discussion 

 

The Australian system provides voters with unique outlets for the expression of 

economic sentiments in the form of regularised minor party votes in the lower house, 

the strategic assignment of preferences, and an upper house proportional ballot. These 

alternatives are not afforded their American and British counterparts in their simple 

plurality electoral rules and voluntary voting systems. In these two countries, voters are 

given few regular and viable electoral choices outside of the major party duopoly. As a 

result, in an era of declining major party affinities, economic conditions emerge as 

means for choosing between the major governing party and major opposition party. In 

Britain, these effects are manifested exclusively in elections for the House of Commons, 

while in the United States they emerge primarily in presidential elections. It might be 

supposed that weakening major party affiliations in Australia ensure an equivalent 

economic influence on the electoral prospects of the government and opposition, but the 

availability of alternative pathways, and almost universal electoral participation, have 

resulted in a set of diffused, distinctive effects. The spread of economic effects across 

different parties and different chambers in Australia supports a hypothesis that the effect 

of perceptions of the economy on the re-election prospects of the major party 

government is muted relative to the United States and Great Britain. Furthermore, the 

different viabilities established for small parties across Australia’s two parliamentary 

chambers engenders different levels of economic effects in major opposition party and 

minor party votes across the House and Senate. 
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The results of the statistical analyses show relatively weak effects of economic 

conditions on House of Representatives votes. The major party in government is 

estimated to lose 2.19 per cent of their vote from a decline in respondents’ economic 

sensibilities in a typical House of Representatives election, which is relatively modest 

compared to equivalent effects in the United States and Great Britain. Far from the 

focused two-party economic effects in the United States and Great Britain, economic 

disaffection in Australian House of Representatives elections is diffused into votes for 

both the opposition and, especially, minor parties.  

As minor party votes inevitably flow back to one of the major parties through 

the counting of preferences. This aspect of the Australian system engenders strategic 

opportunities for the expression of economic disaffection in the ballot. Voters may 

award their first preference to a minor party, and, provided they place the major party 

government ahead of the major party opposition in later preferences, it will return to the 

incumbent. Evidence from Table 5.4 and Table 5.5 suggests most Australians who cast 

minor party votes in the lower house allocate their second preference to the major 

opposition party. This pattern is an artefact of the ideological proximity of the Labor 

opposition and significant minor parties at most of the elections analysed in these tables. 

Those voters who cast minor party first preferences predominantly cast their second 

preferences for a major party within a strict ideological bloc – votes for minor parties on 

the left are largely transferred to the Labor party, and votes for minor parties on the 

right are largely transferred to the Coalition. Even still, economic disaffection expressed 

through minor party first preferences and second preferences to a major party is a 

different pattern from that in the United States and Great Britain. Minor party 

supporters strategically cede their vote to an ideologically proximate major party as a 

vehicle for economic disaffection in tacit acknowledgement that minor parties cannot 

win seats, but their vote, in being transferred to a viable party, can still prove effective 
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to the election outcome. If the major opposition party is listed ahead of the major 

governing then the vote goes to the opposition, but if the government is listed first it 

goes to the government. As the centre-right Coalition parties were in government 

between 1998 and 2007, and the significant minor parties of the period were of the 

ideological centre-left, most minor party voters’ second preferences returned to the 

major opposition party during this period. However, a significant number of anti-

incumbent minor party votes did return to the government following the counting of 

preferences, which is sufficient to at least modestly dampen the effect of economic 

conditions on who governs. 

Economic sentiments are also manifested in Australian Senate elections, 

suggesting that voters use this alternative avenue as an outlet for economic disaffection. 

The median estimate of anti-incumbent voting during bad economic times in the upper 

house is 2.4 per cent. As upper house proportional representation provides a 

fundamentally distinct set of incentives that afford minor parties a realistic chance of 

securing representation, one can also realistically expect a change to the economic 

voting link in the form of heightened effects for economic sentiments on minor party 

votes. Results show support for this hypothesis, as there is a median effect for a 

simulated worsening in economic evaluations on Senate minor party votes (1.98 per 

cent) that is almost twice the effect on minor party votes in the House of 

Representatives (1.14 per cent). Furthermore, the median upper house effect for the 

major party opposition (0.24 per cent) is almost half the equivalent effect in the lower 

house (0.54 per cent). These patterns point to voter awareness of the different electoral 

thresholds and opportunities presented across Australia’s bicameral electoral system.  

More broadly, these results point to electoral rules as a crucial factor in 

determining the effect of economic effects on voter behaviour. In a system of universal 

electoral participation, voters use a variety of alternative avenues as the primary outlets 
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for their economic disaffection, including lower house minor party first preferences, the 

strategic allocation of preferences, and upper house votes. 
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CHAPTER SIX: LEADER-ORIENTED VOTING 

This chapter seeks to show how the differential costs of electoral participation and 

abstention in American and British voluntary voting systems, and Australia’s 

compulsory voting system, create the dynamics in which some voters come to depend 

on leader-based cues, while others do not. In both the United States and Great Britain, 

the declining influence of partisan cues as a guide to voter decision-making in the 

context of plurality electoral rules, coupled with the rise of the electronic media and 

leaders’ emergence as the face of politics, has prompted widespread leader-oriented 

voting. Leaders prove salient in an era in which partisan cues are decreasingly used to 

guide voter decision-making, as they are relatively easy electoral evaluations for voters 

to perform. At the same time, those individuals who are the least interested in politics, 

and the most likely to use low-cost leader assessments to decide their votes, tend to 

abstain in American and British voluntary voting contexts. Leader effects are as well 

established in Australian elections, proving particularly crucial to electoral outcomes 

when there are significant differences in the popularity of the leaders and in close 

elections. Australia’s compulsory voting laws force the involvement in the electoral 

process of sizeable numbers of politically indifferent voters who are expected, at best, to 

be reluctant participants in the decision-making process of voting. As a result, it is 

hypothesised that: 

 

Australian voters with low levels of political interest – a functional proxy for 

Australia’s forced participants – will rely on leader assessments as cognitive and 

informational shortcuts to decide their voting preferences.  

 

The overall result of an additional 20 per cent of weakly interested electoral participants 

in Australian elections who rely on leader evaluations to decide their votes is a strong 
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leader effect among the ranks of poorly informed voters in Australia. This is compared 

to the United States and Great Britain where they simply do not vote. 

To provide a point of reference for the analysis of Australian data, the chapter 

starts with an account of the decline in voters’ partisan roadmap to the world of politics 

and the increasingly independent influence of leader-based assessments on voter 

behaviour in the context of American and British plurality and voluntary voting 

systems. The emphasis then shifts to Australia’s compulsory voting system with an 

overview of the shift from long-term partisan style politics to one based predominantly 

on its stars. In the final sections, descriptive statistics on the effect of leaders of voter 

choice are examined, before mean scores are used to analyse a number of attributes that 

may give rise to a significant dependence on leader-based assessments for politically 

indifferent Australians – their partisan affection, decision-making, and campaign 

exposure. Mean scores are also calculated for the voting choice of this group of 

reluctant participants. To test whether voting patterns hold after controlling for a variety 

of other factors that prompt leader-centred votes, a multivariate model is specified and 

tested. 

 

Voluntary voting systems and leader effects 

 

This section explores the dynamics of party decline, leader-oriented voting, and 

electoral campaign appeals in American and British voluntary voting systems. The 

premise of early survey-based American and British electoral research is that attitudes 

towards party leaders and electoral behaviour are structured by long-term psychological 

attachments to a party. Leader evaluations were primarily projections of partisan bias in 

the early-1950s to mid-1960s era of strong loyalties, generated by a process of selective 

perception that served to reinforce an existing affinity. Otherwise stated, ‘just as the 
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home team’s fans will always tend to see the referee’s close calls in favour of the home 

team, so will partisans support their party leaders in questionable cases’ (Wattenberg 

1998, 12). Loyalists are occasionally lured to another party by the cult of personality, 

but will return to ‘their’ party in subsequent elections once the leader has departed the 

political scene. The result, overall, is stable and consistent electoral participation and 

vote choice from election to election and the consideration of leader assessments as 

extraneous except as a cause of fleeting shifts in vote choice. 

However, the erosion of American party loyalties and the decline in reported 

levels of class and party identification among British voters caused electoral uncertainty 

and an increase in voter volatility as many voters no longer had a ready-made, long-

term evaluative framework for steering their electoral choice. American and British 

plurality electoral systems ensure votes for third parties are, by and large, wasted, 

forcing many voters to evaluate an abundance of non-partisan factors on their merits. As 

Dalton, McAllister and Wattenberg (2000, 49) argue, ‘as partisanship in the electorate 

has weakened, it stands to reason that voters would have to substitute other factors in 

their decision-making process’. One factor that has drawn considerable scholarly 

attention is the role of the politicians themselves in affecting electoral outcomes. Leader 

evaluations emerge as a significant component for vote choice in the United States 

(Kelley and Mirer 1974; Kirkpatrick 1976; Markus 1982; Markus and Converse 1979; 

Miller and Wattenberg 1985; Stokes 1966; Wattenberg 1991; Wattenberg 1998, ch. 5).91 

Even though early research on parliamentary systems downplayed the role of political 

leaders because individuals in the electorate do not directly elect the prime minister and 

                                                
91 The powerful influence of leaders on American voter behaviour is also understood, at least in part, as a 
consequence of a presidential system of government that ensures the chief executive is directly 
accountable to the electorate. In a presidential system, the chief executive is a single, popularly elected, 
person with a fixed term of office. This institutional setting ensures that presidents are directly 
accountability to the electorate. 
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opposition leader,92 leaders also emerge as a key decision-making crutch in 

parliamentary systems like Great Britain (Bean and Mughan 1989; Clarke, Sanders, 

Stewart, and Whiteley 2004, ch. 4; Crewe and King 1994; Graetz and McAllister 

1987b; Stewart and Clarke 1992; Clarke, Ho and Stewart 2000; Lanoue and Headrick 

1994). Overall, then, in an era of weakening partisan cues, the constraints of plurality 

electoral rules have given rise to an inescapable increase in the salience of leaders in 

American and British voter assessments for undecided voters.93 

The expansion of the electronic media and its increased role in election 

campaigns since the 1960s is a crucial factor in reshaping voter behaviour away from 

parties and towards leaders (Bowler and Farrell 1992; Butler and Ranney 1992; Glaser 

and Salmon 1991; Keeter 1987). Media-based electioneering efforts focus attention on 

leaders. They do so as leaders are considered more suitable for visual communications, 

and more engaging and accessible for viewers – television suits the dissemination of 

‘information through a familiar personality than a document or an institution’ 

(McAllister 2007, 579).94 At the same time, greater levels of volatility across the 

electorate and politicians’ inability to depend upon a solid, unwavering core of loyalists 

to win elections, has prompted politicians to rely on new campaign techniques and 

                                                
92 The constraints on leader-oriented voting in parliamentary systems include: (1) no direct election for 
the Prime Minister; (2) the office of the Prime Minister is retained through the support of parliamentary 
colleagues; and (3) decision-making is cabinet-based. In saying that, there is some evidence to suggest 
that leaders, through their increased electoral importance, have increased their decision-making autonomy 
and ability to select their cabinet and the political executive – this is power that can be used as leverage in 
maintaining support (Poguntke and Webb 2005). 
93 Scholars are, however, more circumspect on the question of whether party leaders directly affect the 
outcomes of American and British elections with their influence ‘likely to be less than meets the eye’ 
(Bartels 2002a, 67; also see Bartle and Crewe 2002; Evans and Anderson 2005; Jones and Hudson 1996; 
King 2002b, 213; Mughan 2005). King (2002, 117-118) argues that only if there are large discrepancies 
between rival leaders’ personal standings, or an election is closely contested, is the overall influence of 
party leaders generally sufficient to change the final election outcome. Large discrepancies between the 
two major party leaders are unlikely as: (1) parties confine choice to those who are reasonably 
presentable; (2) most voters, most of the time, have somewhat mixed feelings about the leaders of most 
parties; and (3) just as there is likely to be a rough balance of opinion about leaders in the minds of 
individual voters, so there is likely to be similar balance among the electorate as a whole – few people are 
universally loved, and few are universally loathed (King 2002a, 12-13). 
94 Positioning leaders as one of the hallmarks of modern political reporting echoes, and perhaps even 
fuels, leaders’ increased decision-making autonomy and power within the party organisation and political 
executive as their popularity becomes crucial to winning and retaining government (Poguntke and Webb 
2005; McAllister 2011a). 
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strategies such as polling and targeting to identify the undecided or swing voters, 

discern their issue concerns, and design particularistic campaigns to appeal to the target 

group deemed as the key to electoral victory (Agranoff 1978; Joslyn 1984). Leaders are 

increasingly positioned at the centre of new, strategically-dictated electoral campaigns 

to manufacture support for a candidate or party amongst the ranks of disconnected and 

undecided voters, who are typically disinclined to vest significant time into their 

political decision-making (Butler and Ranney 1992; Dalton, McAllister and Wattenberg 

2000, 50-54; Glaser and Salmon 1991; McAllister 1996, 286; McAllister 2007; Mughan 

1993, 194-196; Mughan, Badger and Harris 2000, ch. 2; Ohr 2011; Poguntke and Webb 

2005; Salmore and Salmore 1989; Scott and Hrebenar 1984, 191).95 Paradoxically, 

these new campaign techniques have fuelled voter volatility (Agranoff 1978), as the 

focus on leader personalities causes parties to slip from the minds of the voters and 

weakens the salience of the party label (Wattenberg 1998, ch. 4). The result, overall, is 

that ‘election campaigns have in effect become gladiatorial contests between the party 

leaders fought out on the small screen’ (Curtice and Blais 2001, 4). It is through this 

process of media agenda setting that voters increasingly rely upon party leaders for 

arriving at their electoral choices. 

Assessments of the leaders are perhaps especially influential for unattached 

voters who want to devote minimal time and effort to politics, as leaders are a relatively 

non-complicated, cost-free voting cue. Issue voting is difficult and cumbersome, as 

issue convergence and programmatic centrism have eroded the differences between the 

two major parties (Barisione 2009, 477; King 2002b; Johnston 2002, 159-162; Curtice 

and Holmberg 2004; Curtice and Hunjan 2006; Tverdova 2011). In contrast, all people 

regularly evaluate and form impressions of others in their daily encounters – judgments 

                                                
95 In the United States, the rise of the electronic media has allowed presidential candidates to run their 
own campaign organisations without influence from the party apparatus. This is possible as television 
grants candidates direct access to the electorate. By contrast, in parliamentary systems such as Great 
Britain, campaigns are still party affairs, but the leaders take centre-stage in electoral appeals. 
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about party leaders are really no different (Bittner 2008, 59; Rahn, Aldrich, Borgida and 

Sullivan 1993, 189). As King (2002a, 13) states, ‘the complexities are hard, people are 

easy’. Individuals marked by low levels of political interest and education are 

characterised by a lower degree of structured party attachments (Keith, Magleby, 

Nelson, Orr, Westlye and Wolfinger 1992). The weakly interested also possess lower 

levels of political knowledge and awareness (Delli Caprini and Keeter 1996; Galston 

2001, 222). The result is that many voters with low to moderate interest in politics rely 

almost exclusively on facile and simplistic leader-based observations as a cut-rate 

evaluative criteria for vote decision-making (Brown, Lambert, Kay and Curtis 1988; 

Miller, Wattenberg and Malanchuk 1986, 531; Rahn, Aldrich, Borgida and Sullivan 

1993, 200).96 For voters who want to devote only a little of their time to politics, then, 

the search for alternatives fuels summary assessments of the party leaders based on their 

fleeting exposure to the world of politics. Admittedly, some highly sophisticated 

individuals also look to leaders to decide their voters, but they have a broader base of 

information about the party leaders, and their assessments of party leaders incorporate 

personal, performance-relevant, and issue-based criteria (Bittner 2008, 79-83; Glass 

1985; Rahn, Aldrich, Borgida and Sullivan 1993, 200). In sum, voters, especially those 

who seek to avoid the intricacy of issue analysis, decide how to vote on overall 

judgements of party leader image. 

Leaders are an overall salient influence on American and British voter 

behaviour, including for low and moderately interested and educated voters. However, 

the relative magnitude of leader effects is affected by many of the least politically 

sophisticated individuals abstaining from voting. A significant portion of the American 

and British electorates are much more likely to abstain from voting – approximately 40 

                                                
96 Those voters with low to moderate levels of political interest are a clear target for campaign messages 
in a voluntary voting context as they are more likely to participate and pay attention to the campaign than 
the least interested, while offering weaker resistance to persuasion than the highly interested (Converse 
1966; Nimmo 1978, 361-362; Kinder 1998, 183; Zaller 1992). 
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to 50 per cent in a given American Presidential Election or British General Election. 

Those individuals with the lowest levels of political interest and education compose 

much of the ranks of eligible voters who do not turn out. As Conway (2000, 59) argues, 

‘general interest in government and politics and interest in the current ... campaign have 

maintained a stable ... relationship to turnout since 1952’. As relatively few individuals 

with the weakest interest in politics are active electoral participants, only a very shallow 

pool of the most politically indifferent individuals will cast leader-oriented ballots. The 

non-participation of the least interested and educated individuals establishes relatively 

weak overall leader effects among this cohort in American and British elections. 

Overall, then, declining partisanship and the growing accessibility of television 

media in the context of American and British plurality electoral rules have given rise to 

elections in which many people decide votes on the basis of leader evaluations, 

conveyed through television news and advertising. Many active electoral participants 

are responsive to leader images, including voters who are especially susceptible to the 

short-term forces of the election campaign but have only a modest interest in politics. 

Crucially, this process is not the case for the entire electorate as many of the least 

interested in politics do not vote. In short, then, while leaders have predominant effects 

in American and British voter behaviour, their influence among the least interested in 

politics, is diminished as few of the most politically indifferent individuals turn out to 

vote. 

 

Leader effects and compulsory voting laws in Australia 

 

The aim of this section is to explore the dynamics of leader-oriented voting and leader-

centred campaigns in the context of Australia’s compulsory voting laws, which force 

those individuals with the lowest levels of political interest to turn out and vote. Modern 
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campaigning in Australia began at the federal level with Labor’s 1972 ‘It’s Time’ 

campaign built around a catchy jingle and visual images of party leader Gough Whitlam 

(Denemark 1991, 271-273; Ward 1994, 157). Televised political advertising focused on 

major party leader images has become an established feature of Australian election 

campaigns (Denemark, Ward and Bean 2007, 98; Tiffen 1989, 137; Ward 1995, 188). 

Leader-centred campaigns forged through television became a central feature of 

Australian politics, at least in part, because the major parties could no longer depend 

upon large numbers of volunteers for door knocking and telemarketing due to the 

eroding ranks of party members (Bean 1997c, 108; McAllister 2002a, 389; Ward 1995, 

215-217). Market research and advertising agencies have become entrenched in the 

campaigning of both major parties, as a ‘new unelected elite exercising largely 

unaccountable and unregulable powers’ (Mills 1986, 208). To ensure advertising dollars 

are spent to maximum effect, these ‘new machine men’ track public opinion, identify 

the target audience for political advertising, and construct the messages that it conveys. 

To these electoral professionals, the road to electoral victory is through the ideological 

middle ground, wherein leadership style differentiates the parties, and issue differences 

are superficial (Jaensch 1989). The major parties’ passionless electoralism and strategic 

drive to the electoral centre has served to weaken party loyalties, causing the major 

parties to lose some of their dependable base of support. The increased uncertainty of 

electoral support, in turn, entrenched the major parties’ reliance on pollsters and modern 

campaign techniques (Denemark 1991). Thus, the turn to leader-centred campaigning in 

Australia, and its reliance on strategically targeted appeals to undecided and late-

deciding voters, was driven by the parties’ considered embrace of tactics and techniques 

designed to secure electoral advantage. The resultant need in Australia to embrace 

electoralism and a catch-all orientation helped to promote a weakening of party 

loyalties, while American and British parties had pursued the modern campaign as 
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strategic response to counter voter dealignment and the burgeoning ranks of non-

partisan and disaffected voters.  

Leader-centred televised campaign advertising and weakened partisan 

connections, precipitated an increase in the numbers of voters swayed by positive 

leader-based evaluations (Bean and Mughan 1989, 1169-1173; also see Bean 1993, 115-

121; McAllister 1992, ch. 8; McAllister 2011b, ch. 9).97 Leader effects in Australia are 

sufficient to tilt electoral outcomes in favour of one party over the other ‘in a close 

election, when one leader is clearly favoured over the other’ (Bean 1993, 129). Bean 

and Mughan (1989, 1175) show that the differences in the personal appeal of Hawke 

and Howard at the 1987 election was worth approximately four percentage points to the 

Labor Party. In a wider study, Senior and van Onselen (2008, 226) find leader effects in 

the order of approximately 1 to 4 per cent, which is significant, as 16 seats at the 2004 

election, and 22 seats at the 2007 election, were decided by a margin of less than 2 per 

cent. Leader effects extend to the subnational sphere, with state premiers and opposition 

leaders, as well as the federal leaders, influencing vote choice in State elections (Bean 

2003). Overall, there has been a shift to leader-based decision-making in recent 

Australian elections, establishing the potential for leader selection as the difference 

between electoral victory and defeat, particularly in a closely fought election. 

Leaders are important generally for Australian electoral politics, but the role of 

compulsory voting laws in propelling some voters to consider leader-oriented decision-

making is less clear. The introduction of strictly enforced penalties on abstention in 

1924 have helped to push turnout among enrolled citizens in Australian federal 

elections close to 95 per cent with between 80 and 90 per cent of all eligible citizens in 

Australia turning out to vote. If Australia were ever to re-institute voluntary voting laws, 

                                                
97 In saying that, Marks (1993) and Senior and van Onselen (2008) both find, at best, minimal increase in 
the influence of leader evaluations in response to weakening partisan affinities. They argue that perhaps 
leader effects are specific to a given election. For example, between 1996 and 2001, Liberal leader John 
Howard was less popular than the Labor leader, yet the Coalition won all three elections (Ohr and 
Oscarsson 2003, 8). 
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turnout is estimated to fall to a level just above 80 per cent (Farrell and McAllister 

2006, 140).98 Relatively high levels of voting in a hypothetical voluntary voting system 

may well reflect the lack of resentment that Australians have about the legal incentives 

to vote. In fact, most possess a favourable attitude towards compulsory voting and a 

willingness to attend the polls, as it is a relatively undemanding civic duty (see Hill 

2001a; Hill 2001b). As Aitkin (1982, 31) notes, compulsory voting ‘is in no sense seen 

as an imposition on the electorate and resented by it’. Nevertheless, approximately 20 

per cent of the enrolled electorate would abstain from voting were it not compulsory. 

The political sentiments of Australia’s grudging participants and the sorts of decision-

making cues they use to inform their vote choice are mostly unknown. The least 

politically interested and educated individuals in the United States and Great Britain are 

also the most likely to abstain. Should Australia’s reluctant electoral participants also 

have limited political interest they can be expected to wait until the intense political 

focus of the election campaign to make up their minds about how to vote (Denemark 

2002, 670; Denemark, Ward and Bean 2007, 92). They can also be expected to seek 

low-cost evaluative criteria for decision-making (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). 

Low levels of political interest and engagement mean they will be inclined to rely 

especially on simple electoral appeals such as media messages that emphasise leader 

images (Denemark 2005b). Australia’s politically disengaged are unlikely to follow the 

election campaign closely (Denemark 2002, 671; Denemark, Ward and Bean 2007, 91-

92), but the media’s attention on leaders makes them the primary object of election 

campaigns in Australia and accessible to all, so even the most inattentive voters can be 

theoretically moved to base their preferences upon leaders in a high intensity Australian 

national election campaign (Barisione 2009, 485). Australia’s resultant electoral 

                                                
98 Jackman (1997) argues that the estimated 80 per cent participation rate is misleading. He argues that 
factors that like political interest, which encourage people to vote, also predispose them to respond to a 
political survey. The result is that estimates of the level of voluntary participation based on survey 
responses are over-reported. Jackman suggests that turnout would fall to decidedly more modest levels, in 
the 50 to 60 per cent range, if voluntary voting were re-introduced. 
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participants are, then, hypothesised to be significantly more likely than other voters to 

rely on leaders’ personality in their vote choice calculus. While Australians, as a 

reflection of being forced to engage with the electoral process, possess overall higher 

levels of political interest than Americans and Britons (McAllister 1992, 33-34), the 

system also forces many people to attend the polls who would not turn out if it were 

voluntary and that do not vote in the United States and Great Britain. The forced 

participation of the whole eligible electorate in Australia means there is a greater 

number of grudging electoral participants than in the United States and Great Britain. 

Should they possess low levels of political interest and low levels of educational 

attainment, their participation in Australian elections means there is a pool of voters 

who do not vote in voluntary systems and who are likely to be swayed by low-cost 

appeals such as leaders. 

In summary, despite operating in a parliamentary system, Australian parties, 

beginning in the late 1960s, embraced television and leader-oriented election campaigns 

as a strategic device to simplify their electioneering. With the subsequent onset of 

dealignment, Australia has seen more voter behaviour focused on the major party 

leaders than in earlier periods. This is expected to reflect, at least in part, the electoral 

system’s inclusion of individuals with relatively low levels of political interest and 

engagement. Australia’s inclusion of a uniquely individuals with low levels of interest 

in politics is significant because many of the least interested in politics do not vote in 

American and British elections. Australia’s inclusion of uniquely large number of 

reluctant electoral participants is expected to prompt a number of distinctive patterns in 

voter assessments and political attitudes, including partisan disaffection and late 

decision-making. Because Australia’s compulsory electoral system forces the ranks of 

poorly interested votes to participate, it can be seen as sustaining atypically strong and 

widely divergent patterns of leader effects among its voters. 
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Data and results 

 

To explore the patterns of leader-oriented voting in the context of Australia’s 

compulsory voting laws, individual-level data from the Australian Election Study are 

examined. The period of analysis for this chapter is 11 years: it begins with the 1996 

election study and includes each election study up to, and including, 2007. The 

investigation is focused on these five election studies, as many of the variables 

necessary to test my hypotheses about voter assessments and the influence of different 

sorts of cues on different sorts of voters were not included in earlier Australian election 

studies (1987, 1990, and 1993). The inquiry begins with a description of the level of 

leader-oriented voting in Australia and this is compared with the influence of leaders on 

voting in the United States and Great Britain. The focus then turns to the analysis of 

mean scores for individuals with low levels of political interest by a number of political 

attitudes. This analysis highlights the least interested in politics as grudging participants 

in the electoral process and establishes political interest as a proxy for the influence of 

compulsory voting laws. It tests whether the decision-making of the least politically 

interested individuals may be premised on evaluations of leaders during the election 

campaign. Finally, logistic regression tests are run to gauge the independent impact of 

the leadership factor in vote choice for the least interested in politics, controlling for a 

number of attitudes as well as demographic factors that have the potential to bear on 

voter judgments. 

 

Descriptive data 

 

Descriptive data from the Australian Election Study provide an indication of the 
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importance of leaders in Australian voter behaviour. To test the importance of leaders 

for voter decision-making, a measure of voters’ retrospective reasoning (i.e. in deciding 

how you would vote in the election, which was most important to you?) is used. A 

similar approach is utilised in Denemark (2002), Clarke, Jenson, LeDuc and Pammett 

(1991), and in Turcotte (2004, 322). Perhaps a more popular method of analysing leader 

effects is to test the strength of association between leader thermometer scores and voter 

choice, or leader traits and voter choice. The chosen measure was preferred to the more 

conventional method because it is a more direct way of testing the relative strength of 

several major influences on voter behaviour, including leaders. It permits the 

simultaneous assessment of the influence on various subsets of the electorate, and it 

allows the identification of whether individuals who said they would not turn out to vote 

if given a choice were more likely than willing participants to rely on leaders to inform 

their decision-making.99 

We can see in Table 6.1 that between 1996 and 2007, leaders are, on average, 

the most important factor in the votes of approximately 15 per cent of Australians. 

However, leaders’ importance in voter decision-making does vary from election to 

election. For example, we can see that in 1998, only 8.5 per cent of voters cited leaders 

as the most important factor in their vote choice, while 18.6 per cent voted on the basis 

of leader evaluations in 2004. While an equivalent retrospective measure is not 

available for the United States and Great Britain, leaders can be presumed to be overall 

more important in the decision making of American and British voters. This is because, 

first, the US has a presidential system and, second, both countries’ have experienced 

relatively more dramatic patterns of party dealignment than have been observed in 

Australia. Indeed, comparative studies using the strength of association between leader 

thermometer scores and voter choice to estimate leader effects have also shown them to 
                                                
99 This approach has been criticised on the grounds that voters adjust their justification for vote choice in 
the aftermath of the election (see Bittner 2008, 19-21; Lodge and McGraw 1995, 113; Macrae and 
Bodenhausen 2000). 
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be greater in Great Britain and New Zealand than in Australia (Bean 1993; Bean and 

Mughan 1989). Furthermore, the level of leader-oriented voting in Australia using the 

retrospective measure is not particularly high by international standards. For instance, 

upwards of 20 per cent of Canadians regularly identify leaders as the most important 

factor influencing their vote (Turcotte 2004, 322). Nevertheless, the focus of this study 

is not the overall level of leader oriented voting, but rather to examine whether the ranks 

of voters using leaders to inform their ballot in Australia is disproportionately composed 

of politically uninterested voters due to compulsory voting laws. A higher likelihood of 

leader-oriented voting for weakly politically interested Australians points to a greater 

leader effect among this cohort than in the United States and Great Britain as voters 

with low political interest can, and largely do, abstain in these two countries. 

 

Mean scores 

 

Table 6.2 presents data that explore whether the least interested in politics can be seen 

as unwilling participants in the Australian electoral process. It does this by presenting 

high interest and low interest mean scores for three measures of electoral involvement: 

the tendency to vote if voting were not compulsory, whether or not respondents had 

discussed politics with others, and whether or not respondents had talked to other 

people to persuade them to vote for a particular party or candidate. Table 6.2 shows 

that, in all elections from 1996 to 2007, individuals with high and low levels of political 

interest were significantly different in terms of whether they would have voted had 

voting not been compulsory – individuals with low political interest would be 

significantly less likely to turn out than highly interested individuals. Similarly, between 

the 2001 and 2007 elections, the least interested in politics were significantly less likely 

than highly interested individuals to discuss politics with others and to seek to persuade 
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others to vote for a particular party or candidate.100 Bivariate analysis, then, shows that 

engagement with the electoral process is weaker among those with low political interest. 

This finding is broadly consistent with evidence from the United States and Great 

Britain, where research has shown ‘voters and nonvoters are clearly differentiated ... by 

basic interest in politics’ (Souraf and Beck 1988, 228). These patterns also offer support 

for the assumption that political interest is a key measure for Australian non-

participation. 

As individuals with low levels of political interest and engagement can be 

expected to have political attitudes and behaviour that are distinctive, it is important to 

explore their political views. Table 6.3 reports mean scores for individuals with high 

and low political interest and their attitudes towards political parties including strength 

of party identification, whether differences are perceived in the major parties’ issue 

stands, whether or not the political parties in Australia care what ordinary people think, 

and whether political parties are necessary to make the political system work. In 

general, we can see that low political interest is significantly associated with weak 

partisan affinities. The finding broadly squares with American and British findings that 

less politically interested individuals are less partisan (Keith, Magleby, Nelson, Orr, 

Westlye and Wolfinger 1992). At the same time, across all elections, weak political 

interest is significantly associated with seeing fewer differences between the major 

parties. The least interested in politics are also significantly more likely than highly 

interested individuals to feel the parties do not care what ordinary people think, and the 

parties are not needed to make the Australian political system work. The overall pattern 

of party disaffection provides additional support for the contention that this group are 

reluctant to be involved in politics. Partisan affection promotes electoral participation as 

voters turn out to support their party allegiance and dealignment has played a key role in 

                                                
100 The measures of voters’ willingness to discuss politics and vote with others were only included in the 
2001, 2004, and 2007 Australian Election Studies.  
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declining levels of American and British electoral participation since the 1960s (see 

Abramson and Aldrich 1982; Crewe, Fox and Alt 1992, 29; Denver 1989, 119; 

Kleppner 1982, 517). Weaker loyalties and the inability to see any differences between 

the parties may well point to these voters as more likely to regard leaders as important 

in their decision-making. As King (2002b, 218) argues, ‘voters are more likely to cast 

their ballots on the basis of leading candidates’ personalities and other attributes if they 

are unable to discern any other grounds – whether of policy or performance – for 

making their electoral choice’. All told, then, there are several patterns that suggest the 

least interested in politics are reluctant participants in the Australian electoral process 

and overall hostile towards political parties. It seems likely, then, that this group of 

forced electoral participants rely on relatively cost-free, short-term leader-based cues. 

Table 6.4 focuses on a further pair of factors that might be expected to induce 

leader-oriented voting: a late decision about which way to vote, and whether voters 

thought of changing their vote during the campaign. Susceptibility to campaign effects 

such as leader image is reflected in Table 6.4, which shows poorly interested individuals 

to be significantly more likely than highly interested individuals to decide which way to 

vote during the election campaign. This finding confirms expectations and the 

observation of prior studies that ‘the lower individuals’ political interest, the more likely 

they were to decide their votes during the five-week official campaign’ (Denemark 

2002, 670; also see McAllister 2002b). It is also echoed in the United States, where 

Gopoian and Hadjiharalambous (1994, 64; also see Chaffee and Choe 1980; Gidengil 

2003, 6) find ‘late deciders are significantly ... less likely to express much interest in the 

campaign’. Weakly interested Australians are, however, generally no more likely to 

consider changing their vote during the election campaign than highly interested 

individuals. This pattern was expected as we have seen that most people with weak 

political interest have yet to decide their vote choice, while politically interested 
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individuals have strong party loyalties and, therefore, are generally thought to be 

immovable. Australians with low levels of interest in politics, having yet to make up 

their minds, are persuadable by the events and actors of the election campaign. They 

may be especially likely to decide their ballot on their perceptions of leaders as this 

represents a low-cost cue perceptible through exposure to the mass media. 

The mass media, particularly television as it is a visual medium, emphasises 

leader image, prompting evaluative effects in individuals that pay attention to its 

coverage of the electoral contest. Table 6.5 shows that the level of exposure to election 

campaign news for politically interested and politically uninterested individuals are 

significantly different from one another – individuals with high levels of interest are 

significantly more likely than poorly interested voters to follow the election in 

newspapers, on television, or on radio. This findings squares with anticipated effects. It 

also supports the results of Denemark (2002, 670-671; also see Denemark, Ward and 

Bean 2007, 91-92), who finds that Australians with low political interest are less likely 

than highly interested individuals to follow election campaigns through the media. 

American research also shows that, ‘the more attention people pay to politics, the more 

heavily they are exposed to ... campaigns’ (Zaller 1989, 229; also see Converse 1966). 

Individuals with low levels of political interest are more likely to follow the election on 

television than in newspapers or on radio, though this pattern is reflective of a 

preference for TV over alternative forms of media across the wider electorate (see 

Denemark 2005a). While politically disinterested individuals have modest levels of 

exposure to campaign coverage in Australia, this need not preclude responsiveness to 

leader images. Especially in high profile national campaigns, even those who are the 

least exposed to campaign advertising and media coverage are able to assess the relative 

merits of party leaders (Barisione 2009, 485). As they must vote or be fined, 

disinterested individuals have an incentive to give at least cursory attention to television 
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campaign coverage. 

Overall, then, Australian patterns of political attitudes show disinterested 

individuals are characterised by several traits that indicate potentially heavy reliance on 

leader-based vote cues. The least politically interested Australians are more likely than 

highly interested individuals to be disaffected from the major parties, maintain only 

weak partisan connections, and decide their vote on or near election day. The politically 

indifferent are, by their nature, less likely to follow political coverage through the mass 

media, but they do not require regular exposure to the media to form evaluations of the 

leaders’ attributes. As we have seen, each of these patterns broadly echoes American 

and British observations. But, significantly, a key distinction is that many of the least 

politically interested individuals will not participate in the American and British 

voluntary voting systems. In Australia, politically apathetic individuals would not vote 

if voting were voluntary, but they are forced to vote as grudging participants by 

compulsory voting laws. In sum, then, the Australian system produces a unique subset 

of poorly interested voters, propelled to participate by the electoral system, who likely 

prove highly susceptible to short-term leader effects. 

Table 6.6 presents mean scores for leader effects on voting by level of political 

interest in Australian federal elections between 1996 and 2007. High values signify 

greater importance for leaders in voter choice, while low values signal greater 

importance for the issues of the campaign, parties as a whole, and local candidates. 

Table 6.6 shows, as hypothesised, voters with low levels of political interest are 

significantly more likely to decide on the basis of leader evaluations than their highly 

interested counterparts. This pattern likely reflects weakly formed political beliefs and 

delayed decision-making among the least interested in politics, and a desire for simple 

cognitive and informational cues to vote choice. The only exception to this pattern is the 

2004 election, which may well be explained by the overall ambivalence the wider 
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electorate felt towards Labor leader Mark Latham (McAllister and Bean 2006, 610). 

These patterns are consistent with my contention that Australia, by forcing its least 

politically enthusiastic individuals to participate in elections, prompts these individuals 

to turn to leader assessments as an evaluative shortcut to decision-making. It suggests 

that leaders are especially important to the formation of political preferences for those 

voters without an attraction to politics. As many of the least interested individuals 

abstain in the United States’ and Great Britain’s voluntary voting systems, this result 

provides tentative support for the hypothesised role of the Australian compulsory voting 

system in promoting a distinctive pattern of leader effects. While there are strong and 

significant bivariate ties between low political interest and leader-oriented voting, it is 

possible that this relationship is mediated by a third or intervening factor. In order to 

more accurately account for the impact of compulsory voting laws, a logistic regression 

model controlling for a variety of factors in voters’ assessments and demographic 

factors is specified and tested.  

 

Multivariate analysis 

 

The focus of this chapter now turns to the specification of a multivariate model. The 

dependent variable for the model is a dummy variable that measures the most important 

factor in respondents’ voting decision (the party leaders scored as one, and the issues of 

the campaign, the parties as a whole, and candidates in electorate scored as zero). Also 

included in the model of leader effects in Australian national elections are variables for 

a range of attitudinal factors, as well as a battery of demographics, that tap different 

levels of responsiveness to leader evaluations in vote choice (for details on all variables 

used and the coding scheme see Appendix V).  

Most important in the model is a factor to measure those grudging participants 
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forced to attend the ballot box by the strict enforcement of monetary penalties for 

abstention. Level of political interest is used as the primary measure for the influence of 

compulsory voting laws because it has dominated assessments of non-voting in the 

United States and Great Britain, while, at the same time, low political interest is closely 

tied to reluctant electoral participation in Australian elections. For this variable, low 

political interest (not much/none) is scored as one and high political interest (some/a 

good deal) is scored as zero. Should, as expected, the least politically engaged citizens 

rely on leader evaluations to inform their decision-making, then, this item will have a 

significant and positive effect on the dependent variable. 

I also include a number of control factors linked to political interest, which may 

tap the influence of compulsory voting laws, and that also have the potential to affect 

voters’ short-term judgments, including those involving leaders in Australian national 

elections. A measure of the strength of party identification is included in the model 

because, consistent with the classic Michigan school conception of party identification, 

strong party connections have a predominant influence on voter behaviour, and on the 

assessments of short-term vote cues such as leaders and issues. This measure is 

incorporated in the model as a two-category variable, scored one for ‘very strong’ and 

‘fairly strong’ identification, and zero for ‘not very strong’ identification. A negative 

association between strong party identification and leader-oriented votes is anticipated, 

as the strongest leader effects are found among those who only weakly identify with a 

political party, while strong partisans have historically voted in accordance with that 

loyalty and been shown to have high levels of political interest and awareness (King 

2002a, 41; Gidengil 2003, 3-5).  

Another factor influencing the importance of several factors on vote choice, 

including leader assessments, is the attention voters give to election campaign reporting 

on television. Television focuses on leader image and personality, presenting only a 
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superficial analysis of issues and policy, as it is a visual medium that privileges personal 

image. As McAllister (2007, 580) argues, ‘there is little doubt that the presence of the 

visual images and non-verbal cues conveyed by television has significant effects on 

how voters evaluate candidates’. Because it is a passive medium able to catch the 

attention of voters without their active initiation or engagement, low-informed voters 

have been shown to be especially reliant on television (McAllister 1992). This factor is 

measured by a four-category variable measuring how much attention voters’ pay to 

election campaign news on television. It ranges from zero (none at all) to four (a good 

deal).  

Late deciders, by virtue of not having decided which way to vote until nearer 

election day, are perhaps most likely to rely on short-term evaluative cues that are the 

focus of the election campaign in vote choice. Their voting decisions may be especially 

reliant on leaders because, as we have seen, late deciders tend to be low interested 

individuals. The timing of the voting decision is measured by a four-point variable 

scored from decided ‘a long time ago’, ‘about the time/a few months before the election 

was announced’, ‘in the first few weeks of the campaign’, and ‘on/a few days before 

election day’. Similarly, there are likely to be significant short-term effects, either issue 

or leader-oriented votes, among voters who consider changing their first preference vote 

in the House of Representatives during the campaign. This is because some factor 

within the campaign will, by definition, have caused their defection. This factor is 

included in the model as a dummy variable: yes versus no.  

Each of these factors is expected to prompt increased leader-oriented voting. 

Given this, the direction of the effect for party identification in the results is expected to 

be negative, while the direction of the effect for the other attitudinal factors in the model 

– followed election on television, decided vote late in the campaign, and thought about 

changing vote – is expected to be positive. Having said that, some of the presumed 
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leader effects for exposure to election coverage and time of voting decision may be 

muddied by the differential responsiveness of voters to campaign and media messages – 

highly sophisticated voters will focus on the issues of the campaign and may associate 

them with the party leaders, while unsophisticated voters will respond to images of the 

leaders (see Denemark 2005b). 

Finally, several social structural and a range of demographic variables are 

included in the model: rural residence (rural versus urban), trade union member (yes 

versus no), religious attendance (6-point variable scored from at least once a week to 

never), age (in years), gender (male versus female), education (university degree), and 

high income (in dollars). Significant influence in the model for low education may well 

point to leaders as relatively undemanding criterion for deciding vote choice, because 

education is an indicator of political skills and a proxy for cognitive ability. Social 

structural and demographic characteristics are included in the model as they affect a 

variety of patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour, including the form of voter 

evaluations of leaders (see Cutler 2002). 

A number of important patterns are discernible in the logistic regression model 

in Table 6.7. Principal among these is that, as hypothesised, low political interest is a 

significant predictor of leader-oriented voting in Australian elections. Only in the 2004 

election is the relationship non-significant, though the effect is still in the expected 

direction, signalling low interest as a predictor of leader-oriented votes. The exception 

at the 2004 election is consistent with the bivariate results patterns and likely reflects 

widespread leader effects due to few issue or policy differences between the major 

parties at the 2004 election (see McAllister and Bean 2006, 610). It is clear, then, that 

the reluctant participants in Australian elections are significantly more likely to rely on 

leaders, rather than issues or parties, in deciding their vote choice. The least likely to 

vote regularly turning to leader evaluations as a means to decide their ballot serves to 
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highlight Australian exceptionalism. While some of those with low and moderate levels 

of political interest use leader evaluations to decide vote choice, politically indifferent 

individuals are also the most likely to abstain from voting in the United States and Great 

Britain. Australia’s compulsory voting system ensures a broader base of participation 

across the electorate. Forcing greater numbers of low interested individuals to vote, and 

them wanting to do so without expending substantial time and energy, establishes a 

larger set of low interested voters that are reliant on leaders for deciding their 

preferences. The problem of deciding how to vote could also be solved by politically 

dispassionate individuals using party loyalties as a guide to the political world and vote 

choice, but individuals with low political interest typically have the weakest 

identification, forcing them to rely on leaders as a relatively cost-free decision-making 

cue.  

At the same time, Table 6.7 shows low educated voters also to be significantly 

more likely to focus on leaders in vote choice in three of the five Australian elections 

under review. The significance of leader evaluations in vote choice for those without a 

university education likely serves to reinforce the view that leader assessments represent 

a relatively simple means of voter decision-making in Australia, as education is a 

measure of voters’ cognitive capacity. This finding runs counter to Gidengil (2003, 17) 

who, based on a comparative analysis of eight countries, finds that education ‘seems to 

make little difference to the weight that leader evaluations carry when it comes to vote 

choice’. Gidengil’s finding likely reflects the argument that all sorts of voters evaluate 

leaders, but different voters use different sorts of evaluative criteria. Whereas highly 

educated individuals decide their votes on a broad base of leaders’ performance and 

personal traits, low educated individuals tend to rely predominantly on the leaders’ 

images as an evaluative criterion (see Brown, Lambert, Kay and Curtis 1988; 

McAllister 1992, 190-191; Miller, Wattenberg and Malanchuk 1986, 531; Rahn, 
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Aldrich, Borgida and Sullivan 1993, 200). The significance of leader evaluations for 

poorly educated individuals, then, is consistent with more pervasive low information, 

personalised evaluations of leaders on vote choice in Australia’s compulsory system 

than in other systems. 

The only other consistently significant pattern observed in the results is a 

negative association between decision-making late in the campaign and leader-oriented 

behaviour. That is, leaders are significantly more likely to carry weight with early 

deciders in three of the five elections under review, reflecting the observations of 

Gidengil (2003, 13) who finds ‘it was early deciders, not late deciders, who were most 

affected by leader evaluations’. Leaders were expected to matter most to those who 

make up their minds once the election campaign is underway, because late deciders tend 

to be the least interested and informed members of the electorate. However, the patterns 

suggest leaders matter more for the highly interested and engaged voters who decide 

before the election campaign. This result is counter-intuitive. 

Further insights into the pattern of leader-oriented voting by timing of vote 

decision can be garnered from the analysis of a cross tabulation. Table 6.8 reports 

individuals who decided ‘a long time ago’ and ‘a few months ago/about the time the 

election was announced’ to be, overall, much more likely to report leaders as the most 

important factor in vote choice. At the same time, individuals who decided ‘in the first 

few weeks of the campaign’ and ‘a few days before/on election day’ are, by and large, 

less likely to reference the party leaders. For example, at the 2001 election, 20 per cent 

of those who decided ‘a long time ago’ and 19 per cent of individuals who decided ‘a 

few months ago/about the time the election was announced’ cite leaders as the most 

important factor in their vote choice. In contrast, just 15 per cent of individuals who 

decided ‘in the first few weeks of the campaigns, and only 13 per cent of those who 

decided ‘a few days before/on election day’ are reliant primarily on leaders for their 
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voting decision. These patterns confirm the multivariate regression results. As early 

deciders tend to possess strong party loyalties (Fournier, Nadeau, Blais, Gidengil and 

Nevitte 2004, 668), the important of leaders in their decision-making may well suggest 

they view leaders as the personification of ‘their’ party. This likely reflects the regular 

exposure of these politically attentive individuals to the political leaders through the 

media’s coverage of politics as a cavalcade of stars. As they are largely uninterested in 

politics, late deciders are unlikely to choose political preferences on the basis of issues. 

However, they may realistically engage in party-based decision-making. This is 

suggestive of a sizeable portion of late deciders being closeted Labor partisans who 

firmed in support of their natural party only in the days before the election (see 

Denemark 2005b).  

Australia’s reluctant electoral participants, then, are seemingly a special group 

of late deciders who are alone in their reliance on portrayals of leaders in the course of 

the election campaign for their decision-making. This point is supported by Table 6.9, 

which is a cross tabulation of leaders as the most important factor in vote decision by 

the likelihood of voting if attendance at the polls were not compulsory. The results 

show those Australians who are reluctant to participate in elections are, in each federal 

election from 1996 to 2007, much more likely to decide their vote on the basis of leader 

evaluations than willing participants. For instance, at the 2001 election, 25 per cent of 

reluctant voters cast leader-fuelled ballots, while leaders influenced just 17 per cent of 

those inclined to vote even in a voluntary system. This pattern is echoed in other 

elections. While late deciders are primarily responsive to parties as a whole in their 

decision-making, Australia’s reluctant electoral participants compose a special group of 

late deciding voters who are uninterested in politics and form their political preferences 

primarily on the basis of leader images during the campaign. 
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The remaining results in Table 6.7 are, by and large, non-significant, but their 

relationship with vote choice is in the hypothesised direction. Strong party identification 

is negatively, but not by and large significantly, associated with leader-oriented voting. 

The results for those who considered changing their vote during the campaign are 

largely non-significant but convey a mixed pattern in the weight of leaders versus the 

issues of the campaign and the parties as a whole that is likely subject to the vagaries of 

a given electoral campaign. The results for social structural and demographic variables 

are, in the main, non-significant and the direction of several effects is inconsistent. The 

only significant results among these factors are for trade union membership (in 1996), 

female (in 2001 and 2007), and frequent religious attendance (in 2004 and 2007). 

All told, then, the Australian results show that those individuals with scant 

interest in politics are forced to vote due to the threat of a fine for abstention. These 

resultant electoral participants lack well-formed or resilient political preconceptions and 

beliefs. They decide how to vote during the election campaign, but fail to see 

differences in party policies and issue stances due to their complexity. Australia’s least 

politically interested voters are the most likely to use leader evaluations as a cognitive 

and information short cut to voting. These patterns are largely equivalent to those in the 

United States and Great Britain, where voters with only a modicum of interest in 

politics are characterised by an unwillingness to evaluate party policies and issue 

stances and are susceptible to leadership forces. And yet, at the same time, many of 

those individuals who have a weak interest in politics do not vote in the American and 

British voluntary contexts. In those two countries, there is, then, only a smattering of 

leader-oriented voting among weakly interested voters. In contrast, Australia’s 

compulsory voting system forces all of the least politically interested individuals 

participate in the electoral process. The result, overall, is a more pervasive leader effect 
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among the least politically interested subset of the electorate in Australia than in the 

United States and Great Britain.  

 

Discussion 

 

The Australian system forces the electoral participation of virtually the entire eligible 

electorate through the imposition of monetary penalties for abstention. American and 

British voluntary voting laws, by contrast, allow many eligible voters to abstain from 

voting and fill their time with a more satisfying activity. The differential electoral 

participation of the least politically interested across these two systems was expected to 

have consequences for the pervasiveness of leader-oriented voting. 

The bulk of those individuals who are uninterested in politics are reluctant 

participants in the Australian electoral process and possess a number of attributes that 

give rise to a heavy reliance on leader evaluations. Weak political interest is associated 

with hostility towards the major parties, including weak party loyalty and observing 

significantly fewer issue differences between the major parties. The least interested 

individuals are significantly more likely than highly interested individuals to decide 

their vote choice during the election campaign. They are also significantly less likely to 

follow the election in newspapers, on television, or on the radio, though in a high profile 

campaign such as an Australian national election, even those with minimal exposure are 

susceptible to media messages. The evidence supports the hypothesis that the least 

interested in politics in Australia are reliant on leader assessments in vote choice. In the 

mean scores and multivariate results patterns, low political interest is an overall 

significant and positive predictor of leader-oriented voting in Australian elections from 

1996 to 2007. Low education is also a significant predictor of leader-oriented voting, 

which suggests that leaders represent a low cost criterion for the least politically 
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interested Australians. Leaders assessments are likely based on personalised evaluations 

of the major party leaders due to these voters’ superficial interest in politics. All this 

means that Australia’s reluctant participants – those who, by and large, would abstain if 

voluntary voting laws were ever reinstituted – are a group of cognitive misers who, as 

they have limited political awareness, use personality-based leader assessments to 

decide their vote choice rather than information and time sensitive criteria such as 

policy issues. 

In possessing this set of characteristics, Australia’s least politically interested 

individuals are akin to their American and British counterparts. Those American and 

Britons that are least interested and least engaged in politics lack well-formed or 

resilient political preconceptions and beliefs. Their lack of political knowledge and 

awareness is also assumed to prompt an unwillingness to evaluate party policies and 

issue stances due to their complexity, and they rely, instead, on leader evaluations 

during the campaign, as it is relatively simple to judge image and personality. However, 

a crucial distinction is that politically indifferent individuals in Australia, while 

reluctant voters, are no less likely to participate due to compulsory voting laws. In the 

United States and Great Britain, the least interested in politics are the least likely to turn 

out and vote. 

Increased participation of low interested individuals was expected to engender 

broader-ranging leader effects in Australia, especially among the least interested in 

politics. As they may abstain, the ranks of politically uninterested Americans and 

British who participate in elections and use low cost leader evaluations to decide their 

vote are diminished. In contrast, poorly interested individuals are forced to turn out in 

Australia’s compulsory system and, in doing so, rely on low-cost leader evaluations. 

Overall, then, this chapter points to the fact that compulsory voting laws in Australia 

force the least politically interested citizens to turn out against their will and low-cost 
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leader evaluations carry significantly more weight in the votes of those with the least 

interest in politics in Australia than highly interested voters. This is a significant finding 

and one that is distinct from the United States and Great Britain where many of the least 

interested individuals simply do not vote. 

A final point is that the electoral participation of a politically uninterested 

portion of the electorate in Australia – one that largely abstain and is forgotten in 

voluntary voting systems – may well have strategic implications for the conduct and 

outcomes of elections. In the United States and Great Britain, Converse (1966) and 

Zaller (1989) have argued that it is moderately politically interested individuals – 

because they pay attention to campaign advertising and television news coverage and 

are less likely to be strong partisans – who are strategically important to electoral 

conduct and appeals. It is they who are targeted by campaign messages, as their votes 

ultimately determine electoral winners and losers. As they tend not to vote, America’s 

and Britain’s least politically interested individuals do not engage with campaign cues 

and are largely unimportant to electoral politics. In contrast, in Australia, compulsory 

voting laws ensure the active electorate is swamped with low-informed and politically 

disinterested individuals, who are the most likely to decide on the basis of leader 

evaluations. As elections are typically close contests decided on the basis of relatively 

small margins of votes, the leader-induced votes of Australia’s reluctant electoral 

participants may well prove the difference between winning and losing for the two 

major parties. Given their electoral importance, the parties have incentives to attend to 

this low interested cohort and appeal to their assessments. Perhaps, then, it would be 

rational for campaign managers in Australia to further deemphasise detailed policy 

pronouncements and focus on image making and simple messaging to manufacture 

support from the least interested in politics.  

All told, more pervasive leader effects for low interested voters in Australia 
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points to a distinctive pattern of effects that is the product of electoral rules. This result 

serves to remind us that the rules of the game affect the electoral calculus, causing many 

of those voters who abstain in voluntary contexts to depend upon low-cost leader 

assessments for vote choice in a compulsory voting system. This not only generates a 

greater low cost leader effects in Australia, but also has the potential to alter the style 

and conduct of election campaigns and the parties’ pursuit of the winning margin from 

the ranks of undecided voters. All in all, this chapter suggests that electoral rules are a 

crucial factor in establishing the cognitive and information costs by which some voters 

come to rely on leader-oriented cues, while others do not.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The key aim of this thesis, using Australia’s unique electoral system as a case study, is 

to advance our understanding of how electoral rules are consequential for voter attitudes 

and behaviour. Despite the important and widely understood consequences of electoral 

rules for voters’ electoral attitudes and behaviour, their role in structuring vote choice 

has often been overlooked in explanations of electoral behaviour. Most of the research 

from the United States and Great Britain has overlooked the structuring role of electoral 

rules and relatively few studies have highlighted the influence of their plurality and 

voluntary voting systems on voter attitudes and behaviour in a systematic way. The 

context of electoral rules is obscured by focusing on voters within a single majoritarian 

system, or within similar majoritarian systems. Similarly, a lack of exploration of the 

fundamental impact of electoral rules in structuring voter attitudes and behaviour is also 

the case in Australia, and served to limit the analytic utility of a number of these studies. 

While much is known about Australian voter attitudes and behaviour, little systematic 

research has been conducted into the influence of Australia’s unique electoral rules on 

patterns of voter decision-making and voter’s evaluations of economic conditions and 

leaders. Though some studies point to the influence of electoral rules, there has been 

little considered analysis of their influence on patterns of voter behaviour in Australia. 

Much of what we already know about the interaction of rules and voters in Australia is 

based on a limited number of single election, single model, or limited cross-national 

studies. In short, as for other countries, the literature on Australia is incomplete.  

This study has built upon and extended the work of previous scholars by 

conducting a systematic analysis of the influence of Australia’s electoral rules and 

doing so on a much larger scale than has been done in the past. This thesis focuses on 

developing a deeper and more complex understanding of how a single country’s 

institutional structures influences voter attitudes and electoral behaviour. By conducting 
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an analysis of data across multiple elections, it has been possible to make a number of 

important observations about Australian voter behaviour and the influence of electoral 

rules. Though the conclusions reinforce a number of existing conclusions about 

Australian electoral behaviour, they also provide substantial new insights into the 

impact of the Australian electoral system on those charged with deciding who will hold 

governmental power. Perhaps most important in this sense is Australia’s bicameral 

parliament, whose House and Senate members are elected, respectively, using the 

Alternative Vote and a form of Proportional Representation and through the full 

electoral participation of the Australian electorate, given the nation’s compulsory voting 

laws. While studies in the past have noted the influence of this system in analysing a 

single aspect of voter behaviour in a relative few elections, this study takes a more 

comprehensive approach by examining three different models of voter behaviour – 

minor-party voting, economic voting, and leader-oriented voting – across a series of 

elections from 1987 to 2007. This, clearly, obviates the recurrent shortcoming of 

drawing generalised conclusions from election-specific patterns. It also brings to the 

forefront of the analysis the influence of electoral rules, and not the description of 

patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour that are the focus of most prior studies. This 

thesis, then, contributes to our understanding of Australian voter behaviour and the 

influence of Australian rules in more firmly establishing the salience of these 

phenomena. 

Several distinctive patterns evident in Australian voter behaviour and the 

influence of Australia’s institutional milieu on them support the hypothesis that 

Australian electoral rules affect patterns of voter attitudes and behaviour in several 

distinctive ways. These findings highlight the interaction of voter dispositions and 

electoral rules and the importance of institutional context in constraining voter attitudes 

and behaviour more generally. The first is related to patterns of minor party voting. The 
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Alternative Vote system in House of Representatives elections, in conjunction with 

compulsory voting laws, produces votes for third parties as a form of protest that 

parallel patterns observed by analysts such as Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus (1996) and 

Crewe (1982), in the context of United States’ and Great Britain’s plurality electoral 

rules. However, at the same time, Australia’s voters appear to be responsive to the 

Senate’s use of proportional representation to elect its members. Here, reflecting the 

dramatically lower threshold level for successfully electing a candidate to parliament, 

minor party voting assumes a more positive, purposive character than in voters’ ballots 

for candidates in House elections. A second distinctive pattern in the context of 

Australia’s unique electoral rules can be seen with respect to economic voting. In the 

United States and Great Britain economic effects, as a response to dealignment, are 

manifested almost exclusively in votes for or against the major governing party and the 

major opposition party, and abstention. Increased levels of minor party voting does 

occur during bad economic times and it takes the form of abandonment of both major 

parties in the American and British majoritarian systems. In contrast, because the 

Australian political system provides voters with a number of alternative pathways for 

casting their votes, patterns of economic voting are diffused across several alternative 

outlets. Many Australians are especially likely to avail themselves of these alternative 

outlets as the system forces the participation of citizens disaffected with both major 

parties. The Australian patterns suggest that many voters send a signal of economic 

disaffection through minor party first preferences while simultaneously casting a second 

preference vote for their preferred major party. At the same time, voters express 

economic sentiments through their upper house ballot, especially in votes for minor 

parties as they have a realistic chance of securing representation. A third conclusion 

concerns the effect of Australia’s compulsory voting laws on patterns of leader effects. 

Individuals with high levels of political indifference are compelled to vote, on pain of 
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monetary penalty in Australia, while their American and British counterparts compose a 

large portion of the ranks of non-voters. As this group is the most likely to depend upon 

leader evaluations in their vote choice, given an unwillingness to process the more 

complex electoral information associated with policies and issues, a larger number of 

low interested individuals participating in Australian elections generates a more 

pervasive effect for leader effects among this cohort. Altogether, these key findings 

underscore a central tenet of this dissertation – that Australian electoral rules, especially 

by generating viable minor parties, affect voter attitudes and behaviour in distinctive 

ways. 

This thesis makes an important contribution to our understanding of electoral 

models and their dependence on electoral context for their findings. The thesis finds that 

the patterns of many American and British models of electoral behaviour, upon which 

much of our collective understanding of voter attitudes and behaviour is based, reflects 

the logic of their systems, which are composed of plurality electoral rules, single 

member districts and voluntary voting laws. For instance, the strong ties that exist 

between dealignment and rising short-term cues in the United States and Great Britain 

are, at least in part, a reflection of the constraining effect of plurality electoral rules. 

That is, the two-party landscape in these two countries promotes few viable party 

alternatives, thus strengthening the salience of economic conditions and leader 

assessments in vote choice as cues that challenge or undermine partisan affinity. These 

voter assessments assume a number of distinctive forms in the context of Australia’s 

electoral system, including the diffusion of economic effects across several parties and 

chambers and the wider impact of leader oriented voting due to the forced participation 

of the least interested in politics – thereby serving as a reminder that the logic of 

analytic models, like that of voters’ choices, must reflect the impact of the institutional 

context within which they apply.  
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 This thesis also extends our general understanding of how electoral system rules 

affect voter attitudes and behaviour, offering a number of lessons to those, such as 

electoral and social engineers, who seek to direct political attitudes and behaviour. For 

one, it shows that voters respond in distinctive ways to different sorts of electoral rules, 

even within the same political system – suggesting that those voters with at least a 

modicum of political interest and awareness are able to employ the differential strategic 

logic of Australia’s House and Senate ballots for maximum effect. In this sense, we saw 

that those with higher levels of education and political interest were the most likely to 

cast minor party votes in the Senate, and split their ballot across the House and Senate, 

thereby taking full advantage of the Australian ballot’s potential. It also underscores 

how electoral rules establish the dynamics by which the differential incentives and costs 

imposed by compulsory and voluntary systems affect voters’ calculi. While low-

interested individuals turn out and use low cost criteria for vote choice in compulsory 

systems, many similarly situated individuals do not vote at all in voluntary systems – 

with significant implications for electoral representation, political legitimacy, and 

governance mandates. What then becomes important is to see how the reluctant voters 

decide and cast their votes, as their ballots in most elections determine Australia’s 

election outcomes. These broader conclusions are highlighted in a detailed discussion of 

specific Australian patterns below. 

 

Minor-party voting 

 

American and British scholars, including Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus (1996) and 

Crewe (1982), have assessed the foundations of voter support for third or minor parties. 

They find public support for small parties is typically sporadic and ephemeral and the 

product primarily of major party disdain. For most individuals, a minor party vote is a 
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form of protest against the two-party competitive landscape, fuelled by the major 

parties’ failure to adopt voters’ issue positions, their substandard economic 

management, and their incompetent leadership. This evaluative pattern is argued in this 

thesis to reflect the United States’ and Great Britain’s single-member plurality electoral 

systems and voluntary voting laws, which reward the major parties, irrespective of their 

performance, while punishing minor parties, no matter how promising. Because the 

first-past-the-post electoral system imposes a high threshold for winning seats, while 

severely punishing parties that come in second or third in vote tallies, voters faced with 

undesirable major party alternatives turn to minor parties not as an endorsement of their 

appeals but as a last-resort rejection of both major parties, knowing that the likelihood 

of their having cast a vote for a winning candidate is next to nil. Given voters’ near 

universal desire to cast their votes for viable candidates, the casting of ‘wasted votes’ 

for no-hope minor parties is seen, above all else, as a sign of voter disaffection.  

 From the examination of minor party support in Australia, it is clear that 

Australian electoral system rules promote a differential viability for small parties across 

its two parliamentary chambers, thereby engendering different levels and forms of 

minor party votes across the two chambers. In the Australian House of Representatives, 

minor party support patterns echo those in the United States and Great Britain as a 

protest against two undesirable major party alternatives, as seat winners require over 50 

per cent of the vote, and the flow of preferences almost always benefits the major party 

candidates. In contrast, the Senate’s proportional system invites more positive and 

purposive minor party votes, reflecting minor parties’ more realistic prospect of 

securing representation and acting as a check on major party hegemony – a pattern 

consistent with the findings of Bowler and Denemark (1993) and Bean and Wattenberg 

(1998). Finally, Australia’s compulsory voting laws ensure turnout from the ranks of all 

voters, including those most disaffected from the major parties and, in turn, those most 
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likely to vote for minor parties. As a result of full electoral participation, minor party 

voting in Australia is a more regularised behaviour, as distinct from the sporadic and 

ephemeral pattern of minor party voting in the United States and Great Britain. The 

overall pattern of minor party support in the Australia, especially in the Senate, then, is 

at odds with that in the United States and Great Britain. 

 All told, then, the analysis in Chapter Four suggests that the motivations for 

minor party voting are fundamentally affected by the logic of the electoral systems 

within which people cast their votes. Within an institutional setting that combines two 

different systems with distinctive incentives for casting minor party votes, voters view 

their ballots differently across the two chambers – a pattern that has regularly served to 

sustain an additionally vibrant and critical role for the Senate as a house of review 

function. 

 

Economic voting 

 

In Chapter Five, an assessment of the influence of electoral rules on economic voting 

was presented. The earliest American and British research based on the party 

identification model showed economic conditions were regarded as having limited 

direct effects on vote choice due to the pervasive influence of partisan loyalties and 

selective perception on voters’ evaluations. The decline in partisan affinities, however, 

meant greater independent influence for short-term cues such as economic performance, 

as voters became less and less constrained by their major party affinities in making 

judging incumbents vis-à-vis economic conditions and their effect on the nation’s, and 

their familial, economic situation. As voters have few viable alternatives outside of 

abstention in American and British plurality and voluntary systems, economic voting, 

especially judgements of incumbent performance in managing the economy, emerged 
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predominantly in votes for the governing major party in good times and the non-

governing major party in bad times. Voters do occasionally turn to minor parties during 

bad economic times, but only as a temporary protest against the major parties’ 

economic performance and most voters will return to the major party fold after wasting 

their ballot on a hopeless third party alternative. In short, in US presidential elections 

and in British general elections, economic voting has become an influential element in 

many voters’ decision-making and their choice between two major party alternatives. 

 In Australia, a host of alternative pathways, especially the ability to cast viable 

minor party votes, have resulted in a set of diffused effects not observed elsewhere. The 

impact of economic disaffection is manifested in lower house votes for both the major 

opposition party and minor parties. Among those casting minor party first preferences, 

most give their second preference to the major opposition party. The pattern of minor 

party first preferences and second preferences for the major opposition party is 

reflective of most minor party voters giving their vote to an ideologically aligned major 

party through the allocation of second preferences. The established pattern is consistent 

with a desire of economically disaffected centre-left minor party voters to see their vote 

return to the Labor party opposition who will look out for their economic interests. This 

flow of the vote likely represents a tacit acknowledgement by voters that it is all but 

impossible for minor parties to win seats in the House of Representatives, but their vote 

can still prove influential if they transfer their preference to a viable major party.  

The Senate provides a distinctively different outlet for voters’ expression of 

their economic disaffection. Given the decidedly lower threshold for electing a 

candidate in the upper chamber, Australian voters are afforded a greater set of vote 

choices – evident in economically charged upper house votes for the major opposition 

party, but especially for minor parties. Most crucially, the differential viability of parties 

in the House of Representatives and the Senate affects the form of economic voting. 
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The lower house system is premised on single member districts and the requirement for 

seat winners to receive over 50 per cent of the vote, while the proportional 

representation system used to elect senators is more conducive to minor party 

representation. The result is heightened economic effects on voting for the major 

opposition party and weaker effects on minor party voting in the lower house. In the 

Senate, however, the results confirmed, as expected, that individuals’ economic 

assessments had a weaker effect on voting for the major opposition party and a 

heightened effect on minor party voting. 

Finally, the regular translation of individuals’ economic disdain into minor party 

votes in both chambers can perhaps be seen as a reflection of the influence of 

compulsory voting laws forcing the participation of those Australian citizens who are 

disaffected from both major parties. 

 In short, then, these results suggest that the Australian electoral system provides 

voters with unique outlets for the expression of economic sentiments. Australian 

electoral rules mean that economic disaffection emerges in support for alternative 

parties and in votes cast in decidedly different ways for candidates, including minor 

party candidates, seeking election to the two Australian parliamentary chambers. These 

patterns are distinctive from the predominantly two-party, incumbent reward/punish 

pattern for economic effects in the United States and Great Britain. 

 

Leader-oriented voting 

 

Leader-oriented voting, examined in Chapter Six, provides another way to demonstrate 

the impact of Australia’s unique electoral framework on patterns of voter attitudes and 

behaviour. In the American and British electoral contexts, the decline of the influence of 

partisan cues on vote choice, coupled with the growth in television and leader-centred 
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campaign news coverage has prompted significant increases in the incidence of leader-

oriented voting. In Australia, a strategic decision by the major parties to simplify their 

electioneering by focusing upon leaders played a part in weakening party loyalties, 

while the rise of television coverage of election campaigns, as in the US and Great 

Britain, served to emphasise leaders over parties in campaign news coverage. As leader 

evaluations are a relatively uncomplicated phenomenon they represent an obvious 

alternative for voters who have abandoned their partisan loyalties and the evaluative 

roadmap partisanship provides them for assessing the world of politics. Leader 

assessments have been primarily viewed in Australian electoral analyses, as elsewhere, 

as a low-cost means to decide vote choice.  

Voters with especially low levels of interest in politics are the most likely to turn 

to leader evaluations as they seek simple and relatively accessible criteria to decide their 

votes. However, in the United States and Great Britain, politically indifferent 

individuals tend to dominate the ranks of non-voters. Alternatively, in Australia, 

individuals with low levels of political interest, despite perhaps being reluctant electoral 

participants, are no less likely to participate in elections, as they will be fined for 

abstention. The results, as one would expect, confirm that leader evaluations carry 

significantly more weight for this group of low interested and reluctant voters. As more 

poorly interested voters are forced to participate in Australian elections, there are 

greater levels of leader effects among this cohort than in either the United States or 

Great Britain. The aggregate impact of these dynamics is theoretically of the utmost 

significance for Australian election outcomes. Because the votes of these politically 

indifferent individuals are virtually certain to prove significant in deciding elections in 

which approximately two-thirds of Australians routinely say they made up their minds 

how to vote before the election campaign had even started, this cohort and their 

concerns are inevitably brought to the forefront of party campaign strategies. So, while 
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low interested individuals can largely be ignored in US and British elections due to their 

higher likelihood of abstention, their leader-based support must be pursued in Australia, 

suggesting the need for an increased focus on leader image making and presentation in 

Australian election campaigns. 

In sum, these findings highlight the fact that electoral rules, especially 

compulsory voting, are a crucial factor shaping the form of voter attitudes and 

behaviour. Chapter Six, in particular, casts light on the effect of rules for similarly 

situated voters in different systems. It suggests that the different cognitive and 

informational costs of voluntary and compulsory voting laws create the dynamics in 

which low interested and engaged voters in compulsory systems are the most likely 

members of the electorate to depend upon leader-based cues, while many politically 

indifferent individuals in voluntary systems simply abstain. The result, overall, is a 

fundamentally different electorate and commensurately distinctive electoral competition 

to secure the votes of these reluctant participants. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This dissertation contends that electoral rules have profound implications for voter 

attitudes and behaviour. Electoral rules provide a vital fabric, and an important set of 

constraints and incentives, that connect voter attitudes and behaviour to institutional 

conditions. This relationship has been regularly understated in previous single country 

studies of electoral behaviour, particularly those undertaken in the United States and 

Great Britain. In Australia too, the impact of electoral rules has been under-researched. 

Individuals may decide their votes on a variety of factors, but electoral structures affect 

the form and magnitude of these effects. This thesis has shown that the Australian 

electoral system poses a unique and fascinating challenge to the assumptions of a 
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number of voting models made famous in the United States and Great Britain. Critical 

in that analytic process, as we have seen throughout, is the exploration of the nexus 

between electoral institutional context and electoral behaviour. The conclusion, it seems 

clear, is that for voters, parties, elections and the governments they produce, electoral 

rules matter. 
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TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 4.1 Minor party first preference vote share in Australian National Elections, percentage, 1949-
2007 

Year House of Representatives Senate Differential 

2007 14.52 19.76 +5.24 
2004 15.66 19.88 +4.22 
2001 19.15 23.84 +4.69 
1998 20.40 25.00 +4.6 
1996 14.00 19.88 +5.88 
1993 10.81 13.45 +2.64 
1990 17.11 19.67 +2.56 
1987 8.09 15.13 +7.04 
1984 7.45 18.29 +10.84 
1983 6.95 14.54 +7.59 
1980 8.56 14.28 +5.72 
1977 12.25 17.68 +5.43 
1975 4.11 7.40 +3.29 
1974 5.79 8.83 +3.04 
1972 8.93 - - 
1969/70 9.72 19.61 +9.89 
1966/67 10.04 12.20 +2.16 
1963/64 8.50 9.64 +1.14 
1961 10.01 13.21 +3.2 
1958 10.64 12.03 +1.39 
1955 7.73 10.72 +2.99 
1954/53 3.14 4.96 +1.82 
1951 2.03 4.43 +2.4 
1949 3.76 4.70 +0.94 

Average 10.31 14.81 +4.29 

 
Source: Australian Elections and Politics Database <http://elections.uwa.edu.au> 
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Table 4.2 Split ticket vote, percentage, 1987-2007 

Year Split ticket vote (n) 

2007 21.30 1675 
2004 20.60 1572 
2001 20.70 1747 
1998 21.20 1714 
1996 17.70 1637 
1993 13.50 2849 
1990 14.20 1929 
1987 15.40 1730 

Average 18.08 - 

 
Source: 1987 – 2007 Australian Election Study  

 
Variable details: split ticket vote is a dummy variable. 1 = voted for candidates of different 
parties first in the House of Representatives and the Senate, 0 = voted for candidates of the same 
party first in the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
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Table 6.1 Leaders most important in voting decision, percentage, 1996-2007 

Year Leaders most important (n) 

2007 16.10 1823 
2004 18.60 1738 
2001 18.00 1971 
1998 8.50 1862 
1996 15.20 1700 

Average 15.28 - 

 
 Source: 1996 – 2007 Australian Election Study 
 

Variable details: leaders most important factor in deciding how respondent would vote in the 
election is a dummy variable. 1 = the party leaders, 0 = the issues of the campaign/the parties 
taken as a whole/the candidates in your electorate. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix I – Minor-party voting model variable measures and coding 
 
Dependent variables 
 
Minor party vote in Australian House of Representatives: a dummy variable. 1 = voted 
for a minor party candidate first in House of Representatives, 0 = voted for a major 
party candidate first in House of Representatives. 
 
Minor party vote in Australian Senate: a dummy variable. 1 = voted for a minor party 
candidate first in the Senate, 0 = voted for a major party candidate first in the Senate. 
 
Consistent minor party vote for Australian House of Representatives and Senate: a 
dummy variable. 1 = voted for a minor party candidate first in the House of 
Representative and the Senate, 0 = voted for a major party candidate first in the House 
of Representative and the Senate/voted for a major party candidate first in the House of 
Representative and a minor party first in the Senate/voted for a minor party candidate 
first in the House of Representative and a major party first in the Senate. 
 
Split ticket vote: a dummy variable. 1 = voted for candidates of different parties first in 
the House of Representatives and the Senate, 0 = voted for candidates of the same party 
first in the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
 
Independent variables 
 
Party disaffection: A 3-variable scale, derived from principal components analysis 
scores, measuring the degree to which respondents felt: (1) parties don’t care what 
people think; (2) political parties are not needed in Australia; and (3) there is no 
difference between the major parties 
 
Household financial situation has worsened: a 3-value variable measuring perceived 
change in the state of respondent’s household financial situation over the previous 12 
months. 1 = a little/a lot worse, 0.5 = about the same, 0 = a little/a lot better. 
 
National economic situation has worsened: a 3-value variable measuring respondent’s 
perceived change in the state of the household financial situation over the previous 12 
months. 1 = a little/a lot worse, 0.5 = about the same, 0 = a little/a lot better. 
 
Negative evaluation of major party leaders: a dummy variable measuring respondents’ 
feelings towards the major party leaders. 1 = dislike both major parties leaders, 0 = like 
either, or both, of the major party leaders. 
 
Weak party identification: a dummy variable measuring the strength of respondents’ 
party identification. 1 = not very strong supporter, 0 = fairly strong or very strong 
supporter. 
 
Most preferred a minor party: a dummy variable measuring respondents’ feelings 
towards the minor parties. 1 = most strongly like a minor party, 0 = most strongly like a 
major party. 
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Support divided control of government: A 3-value variable measuring respondents’ 
desirability of when the Federal Government in the House of Representatives does not 
control the Senate. 1 = much better/better when Government does not control the 
Senate, 0.5 = neither/doesn’t matter, 0 = much better/better when Government has a 
majority in both the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
 
High political interest: a dummy variable measuring respondents’ interest in what is 
going on in politics, generally speaking. 1 = a good deal of interest, 0 = some/not 
much/none interest. 
 
High education: a dummy variable. 1 = postgraduate degree or diploma/bachelor 
degree/undergraduate diploma/Associate diploma, 0 = no qualification since leaving 
school/trade qualification/non-trade qualification. 
 
Respondent age: a continuous variable with high values equivalent to old age. 
 
Respondent gender: a dummy variable. 1 = male, 0 = female. 
 



 

 

238 

Appendix II – Party Disaffection Principal Components Analysis, 1996 - 2007 
 
Australian Election Study 1996 
 

Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 
prtydtcr .707 
prtynot .693 
nodiff .666 
Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis. 
a. 1 components extracted. 
 
 
Australian Election Study 1998 
 

Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 
prtydtcr .721 
prtynot .726 
nodiff .594 
Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis. 
a. 1 components extracted. 
 
 
Australian Election Study 2001 
 

Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 
prtydtcr .764 
prtynot .732 
nodiff .588 
Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis. 
a. 1 components extracted. 
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Australian Election Study 2004 
 

Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 
prtydtcr .740 
prtynot .679 
nodiff .632 
Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis. 
a. 1 components extracted. 
 
 
Australian Election Study 2007 
 

Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 
prtydtcr .723 
prtynot .710 
nodiff .568 
Extraction Method: Principal 
Component Analysis. 
a. 1 components extracted. 
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Appendix III – Economic voting model variable measures and coding 
 
Dependent variables 
 
First preference vote in Australian House of Representatives: a 3-value variable. 0 = 
voted for the governing party first in the House of Representatives, 1 = voted for the 
opposition party first in the House of Representatives, 2 = voted for a minor party first 
in the House of Representatives. 
 
Second preference vote in Australian House of Representatives: a dummy variable. 0 = 
gave your later preferences in the House of Representatives to the governing party, 1 = 
gave your later preferences in the House of Representatives to the opposition party. 
 
First preference vote in Australian Senate: a 3-value variable. 0 = voted for the 
governing party first in the Senate, 1 = voted for the opposition party first in the Senate, 
2 = voted for a minor party first in the Senate. 
 
Independent variables 
 
Economy worse now: a 3-value variable measuring respondent’s perceived change in 
the state of the national economic conditions over the previous 12 months. 1 = a little/a 
lot worse, 0 = about the same, -1 = a little/a lot better. 
 
Government identification: a 3-value variable measuring respondent’s party 
identification. 1 = government identification, 0 = minor party/no identification, -1 = 
opposition identification. 
 
Strong party identification: a 3-value variable measuring the strength of respondents’ 
party identification. 2 = very strong supporter, 1 = fairly strong supporter, 0 = not very 
strong supporter. 
 
Favour Prime Minister: a continuous variable measuring respondents’ feelings towards 
the two leaders of the major governing and opposition parties with high values 
equivalent to positive evaluations for the Prime Minister (leader of the major party in 
government). 
 
Middle class: a dummy variable. 1 = upper/middle class, 0 = working class. 
 
Trade union member: a dummy variable. 1 = respondent does belong to a trade union, 0 
= respondent does not belong to a trade union. 
 
Frequent church attendance: a continuous variable measuring frequency of attendance at 
religious services apart from weddings, funeral and baptisms with high values 
equivalent to frequent attendance. 
 
Rural residence: a dummy variable. 1 = live in a rural area or village/a small country 
town/a larger country town, 0 = live in a large town/a major city. 
 
Respondent gender: a dummy variable. 1 = male, 0 = female. 
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High education: a dummy variable. 1 = postgraduate degree or diploma/bachelor 
degree/undergraduate diploma/associate diploma, 0 = no qualification since leaving 
school/trade qualification/non-trade qualification. 
 
Respondent age: a continuous variable with high values equivalent to old age. 
 
High income: a continuous variable with high values equivalent to high gross annual 
income. 
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Appendix IV - Economic voting simulation, economy better now
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Appendix V – Leader-oriented voting model variable measures and coding 
 
Dependent variable 
 
Most important factor in deciding how respondent would vote in the election: a dummy 
variable. 1 = the party leaders, 0 = the issues of the campaign/the parties taken as a 
whole/the candidates in your electorate. 
 
Independent variables 
 
Low political interest: a dummy variable. 1 = none/not much interest in what’s going on 
in politics, 0 = A good deal/some interest in what’s going on in politics. 
 
Strong party identification: a dummy variable measuring the strength of respondents’ 
party identification. 1 = fairly strong supporter/very strong supporter, 0 = not very 
strong supporter. 
 
Followed election on television: a 4-value variable measuring the extent to which 
respondent followed the election campaign news on television: 4 = a good deal, 3 = 
some, 2 = not much, 1 = none at all. 
 
Decided vote late in the campaign: a 4-value variable measuring when a respondent 
decided how they would definitely vote in an election. 4 = a few days before election 
day/on election day, 3 = in the first few weeks of the campaign, 2 = about the time the 
election was announced/a few months before election day was announced, 1 = a long 
time ago. 
 
Thought about changing vote during campaign: a dummy variable measuring whether 
there was any time during the election campaign when a respondent seriously thought 
about giving their first preference to another party in the House of Representatives. 1 = 
Yes Liberal Party/Yes Labor Party/Yes National Party/Yes Greens/Yes another party or 
independent, 0 = No. 
 
Rural residence: a dummy variable. 1 = live in a rural area or village/a small country 
town/a larger country town, 0 = live in a large town/a major city. 
 
Trade union member: a dummy variable. 1 = respondent does belong to a trade union, 0 
= respondent does not belong to a trade union. 
 
Frequent religious attendance: a continuous variable measuring how often a respondent 
attends religious services apart from weddings, funeral and baptisms. 
 
Old age: a continuous variable with high values equivalent to old age. 
 
Male: a dummy variable. 1 = male, 0 = female. 
 
University education: a dummy variable. 1 = postgraduate degree or diploma/bachelor 
degree/undergraduate diploma/associate diploma, 0 = no qualification since leaving 
school/trade qualification/non-trade qualification. 
 
High income: a continuous variable with high values equivalent to high gross annual 
income. 


