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An Institutional Explanation of Party System Congruence

Comparative Evidence from Six Federations

The allocation of resources between the federal and state levels of government is a key institutional variable explaining the congruence or similarity of party systems. It affects the incentives voters and parties face, and opportunities for cleavage mobilization. This articles pioneers measures for comparing congruence across federations.  Evidence from over 1,500 elections in six federations produces clear evidence that party systems are least congruent in decentralized federations and most congruent in centralized federations. Voter behaviour, indicated by the degree of variation of electoral support for parties across units of the federation and the similarity of swings in support between the state and federal levels, is most responsive to the allocation of resources. Party system structure is, as expected, less responsive to this institutional variable.   

Multi-level electoral competition—in federations, devolved unitary states, as well as supra-national political systems such as the EU—has received increasing academic attention. Political scientists have turned to the provincial and supra-national arenas to identify and explain competitive linkages with national electoral arenas, and to theorize about voter motivations, attachments, and behaviour in multi-level electoral environments.
   There remains, however, a central underlying question that is largely unexplored—how and under what conditions independent electoral arenas develop in multi-level systems. In other words, why do we find that in some federations, issues, parties and voting behaviour at the federal and provincial levels are closely integrated, while in others, the state and federal electoral arenas appear to operate much more independently of each other?
 

Much of the reason for this gap in the scholarship is the widespread use of single cases to investigate aggregate and individual level voter behaviour.   As a result, we know very little empirically about cross-national patterns of party system congruence. The explanations of relationships between provincial and federal party competition that emerge from single case studies tend to yield context-dependent insights with limited scope for generalization. This paper uses aggregate level electoral data from over 1,500 federal and state elections to conduct a comparative analysis of party system congruence in six federations, in order to assess the explanatory power of institutional variables on party system congruence. 
  The degree of integration of party systems in a federation, as indicated by party system congruence, is an important dimension of politics in a multi-level setting, guiding our assumptions about whether political arenas at the state level are cognitively and competitively independent of the federal political arena. 

The presence of party systems in a federation which vary a great deal in terms of the parties that compete, the number of parties in the system and in patterns of aggregate voter behavior can signal the presence of locally defined and developed issue space and competitive dynamics. Party system congruence, or similarity, on the other hand, may reflect a competitive environment in which issues, parties, and voter behavior at the state level are linked to the federal level. Identifying patterns of congruence among federal party systems can refine the study of party systems in multi-level environments by providing a comparative indicator of competitive linkage. More importantly, understanding why and when congruence occurs can help us to understand how party competition develops in consolidated party systems and how it is influenced by structural factors. In a wider sense, it can contribute to our understanding of broader questions of political development, by identifying conditions under which integrating ‘national’ political communities can develop, and when we may expect to find development of state level political communities as indicated by distinctive patterns of party competition and voter support. 

I argue that the relative power of each level of government in a federation is a key institutional variable capable of influencing party strategy and political behaviour because it structures the incentives and opportunities that parties and voters face, and mediates the effect of social cleavages and broader processes of social transformation. The strategic behaviour of actors in response to the institutional environment is at the center of this analysis.
 It is therefore well-suited to offer an account of why we may find similar party systems in operation at both levels in some federations, and completely different party systems in operation at each level in other federations. 

Literature on party competition in multi-level systems does not fully address the evolution of competitive linkage among party systems. The second-order election thesis presumes that the individual voter makes no cognitive distinction between the two arenas of competition, and sees state elections as opportunities to either express support for or lodge protest votes against the federal governing party.
 In practice, the interpretation of state election results varies across federations. State elections in Austria and Germany are often interpreted as barometers of popular support for the federal governmental parties.
 In the Canadian case, by contrast, diversity among the provincial party systems is taken for granted. Political scientists do not presume voters to exhibit partisan consistency at the provincial and federal level and do not interpret provincial electoral gains and losses of a party to be gains or losses for the party’s federal counterparts.
 Although recent efforts have identified and attempted to account for variance in patterns of congruence within particular federations such as Germany, Austria and Canada we still lack explanations of why party systems in some federations are more congruent than in others.

Research on inconsistent partisan identification addresses similar questions at an individual level of analysis. Kent Jennings and Richard Niemi argue that a federal structure introduces more than one level of party and government, and so encourages ‘flexible partisan attachments which can be readily adapted to multiple stimuli’.
 But which factors push voters toward inconsistent identifications in federations, and so may account for the variance in party system incongruence? Studies of split partisanship in Australia, the United States and Canada cite incongruent party systems and politically sophisticated electorates as explanatory variables for split identifiers.
 There are two problems with this. First, we are left with the question of why the increasing sophistication of the electorate translates into party system incongruence in some environments but not in others. Secondly, such an account leads us into a circular argument—split identification occurs due to dissimilar party systems, yet dissimilar party systems at each level presumably arise due to dissimilar party identifications. This brings us no closer to understanding what factors may lead to party system incongruence (and inconsistent partisanship) in federations. 

The literature on the nationalization of politics offers one account of political development that can explain party system congruence. In this process, modernization, marked by increased communication and mobility, along with an expansion of the role of the national governments triggered the nationalization of political life, characterized by the formation of cognitive orientations towards the national level and the displacement of local issues by national issues.
 Nationalization of politics does not imply the disappearance of differences between states or the uniformity of electoral support for parties or issues.
 It does however suggest that there should be a gradual tendency toward party system congruence over time: through agenda convergence at the state-level in response to the dominance of national issues, and as voters’ party identities are shaped by national level cues.
 When such a process of nationalization is less clear-cut, however, we are left on thin theoretical ground, without a means to account for the persistence of localized political forces, cross-national variations in the pace of nationalization of politics, or even, the possibility that processes of political development occur in the opposite direction.
 It leads us to the question of how the institutional setting of the state may affect the nationalization of political life, and so lead to markedly different patterns of party system congruence across federations. 

Social federalism approaches, which often view a federal constitutional structure as an institutional response to a federal society, explain persisting dissimilarity of party systems in federations by reference to the social cleavage basis.
 Although we would expect politics in Quebec to differ from the rest of Canada, and we would expect to see the heterogeneity of Swiss society reflected in parties and voter behaviour that differ across the Swiss cantons, the  explanatory power of sociological approaches remains  limited. They don’t explain why, for example, among the English speaking provinces of Canada, we find patterns of incongruence as striking as those in Quebec. Sociological accounts emphasize the role of long term partisan attachments that are in turn linked to compositional differences in the electorates and the spatial pattern of cleavages in the state, and tend to ignore the role of institutions and strategic actors. They emphasize partisanship over choice, and ask us, unrealistically, to treat political cleavages as a priori, exogenous factors affecting party system outcomes. This overlooks the universe of short-term factors that can influence vote choice, such as issues and economic assessments of performance.
  Strategic party responses to issues is widely acknowledged to be an important explanatory factor of electoral behaviour—not only from studies of the American electorate, but particularly in recent literature on party systems in consolidating democracies.
  Sociological accounts also neglect the possibility introduced by preference-shaping models of party competition that political cleavages can sometimes be endogeneous, the products of politics itself, created through a selective and strategic transformation and mobilization of social divisions by party elites.
 

I. Structuring politics: the effect of federalism

As the mobilization of issues and voter behaviour become increasingly the product of strategy and choices—in essence, the product of politics—federal institutions can increasingly be considered to be a structural variable exerting influence on the shape of politics in the federal state. This is because the allocation of power among sites of competition in a federation can affect the political strategies of parties and the incentives and opportunities that parties and voters face. This paper will introduce three dimensions of federal power—taxing power, spending power, and the range of policy jurisdiction—before discussing how the allocation of power can affect party competition and voter behaviour. 

Measuring the allocation of power in federations

Although models of federalism may vary, all federations have three features in common. First, following Riker, federal institutions allocate power between at least two territorial levels of government in such a way that each level of government is autonomous in at least one area of action.
 Secondly, federal institutions contractually guarantee this autonomy. Finally, each level of government provides for direct representation of its own citizen base. These three core features of federations create an institutional framework that creates at least two enduring arenas of political competition. The way in which federations allocate power to each arena may vary—administrative responsibility may or may not coincide with legislative responsibility, and powers may be assigned exclusively or concurrently to different levels of government.
 As a result, the sources of governmental power will differ. In Canada, the United States and Australia, the general tendency to allocate both legislative and executive powers to a level of government means that taxing power may be a good indicator of governmental power. In the European federations, the power of the Land governments is derived not only from their autonomous revenue raising powers, but also through the extended ‘programmatic reach’ gained through their administration of federal legislation. This facet of power can be captured by governmental expenditures.   

The Index of Federal Power presented in Table 1 captures the various sources of governmental power in a federation by measuring the allocation of power in three ways: the decentralization of taxing power, the decentralization of spending power, and the extent of exclusive state jurisdiction.  The index ranges from 0 to 1. A score of 1 represents a federation with all revenue and expenditure control allocated to the federal level of government, and no areas of exclusive state jurisdiction (and so therefore not a federation under Riker’s criteria!). A lower score indicates a more ‘decentralized’ federation along measures of state share of public finances and range of exclusive jurisdiction. 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

For example, Austria’s revenue centralization score of 0.73 means that the state level command 27 per cent of all public revenues. Its expenditures are more decentralized, and the state level of government is responsible for 31 per cent of all public expenditures in Austria. A score of 0.95 on the index of federal jurisdiction indicates that only 5 per cent of policy areas are allocated exclusively to the state level. The remaining 95 per cent of policy areas are allocated either exclusively to the federal level, allocated concurrently, allowing both levels of government to act, or subject to dual jurisdiction, where both levels of government have control over specific aspects of a policy area.  

Revenue decentralization: The decentralization of revenues in a federation captures the degree of power of the states. Revenues are used as an indicator of financial autonomy, because they include all funds directly and unconditionally accruing to a level of government. The degree of revenue centralization compares the taxing power of the federal government to that of units of the federation. It indicates the amount of resources that are at the disposal of each level of government, and so is a good measure of the relative financial autonomy derived from the control over resources.
 Table 1 presents the ratio of federal government revenues to total public revenues in six federations over three decades.  Canada is the most decentralized federation in revenue terms, followed closely by Switzerland. Austria and Australia have a high degree of revenue centralization, although Australia has undergone considerable revenue decentralization over the time period, from 0.79 to 0.68. Switzerland, by contrast, has undergone continuous centralization of revenues, from an average of 0.53 in 1974, to 0.64 in 1994.

Expenditure decentralization The second component of the index measures the decentralization of public expenditures. The decentralization of expenditures captures a different facet of power in a federal state. It is an indicator of the state government’s ‘capacity to act’.
 The amount that each level of government spends on programs reflects the combined weight of legislative and executive power, and so incorporates the influence gained through the implementation of policies. All federations examined here have greater power on this dimension than as indicated by the decentralization of revenues. This is particularly the case for Switzerland and Australia, where the programmatic reach of the cantonal and state governments as measured by expenditures exceeds their revenue-raising power by 11 and 15 percentage points respectively. Generally, expenditure centralization is stable during the time period. The one exception is Switzerland, which undergoes continuous expenditure centralization, from 0.43 in 1974 to 0.52 in 1994.

Index of federal jurisdiction  The index of federal jurisdiction, the third measure of federal power, measures the range of autonomous jurisdiction of the federal units. It provides a measure of the range of policy areas over which the state level may pursue autonomous action. It distinguishes these from areas in which policy-making is either exclusively federal, requires joint state and federal action, or allocated concurrently between the state and federal levels, leaving either level to act (although federal legislation will usually prevail). The greater the range of exclusive state jurisdiction, the less constrained policy-making will be at the state level by the need for inter-governmental cooperation and coordination.  

Two groups of federations emerge from the federal jurisdiction index. The Swiss, Austrian and German cases have the highest scores, reflecting the functional allocation of powers used in those federations. The federal jurisdiction index therefore serves as an indicator of the extent to which relations between the state and federal levels are characterized by coordination and cooperation. It is important to note that the German case stands out in this regard. It is the only federation where a high degree of joint decisions between state and federal governments is required in the course of federal decision-making whenever Länder interests are at stake. 

Index of federal power The final effect of the index of federal power is to take the decentralization of public finances to measure the financial autonomy and ‘capacity to act’ of the governments—strict measures of institutional autonomy—and moderate these with a measure of the scope of autonomous state action. This produces a measure that more closely captures the power and influence of state and federal governments. The index of federal power ranges between 0 and 1. A high score, such as Austria’s score of 0.79, indicates a high degree of centralization on the combined revenue, expenditure and policy jurisdiction measures. Canada’s score of 0.58 indicates a much more decentralized allocation of power. 

How decentralization matters

Decentralization of power in federations, considered in a broad sense of state control over taxing and spending and range of autonomous state jurisdiction, is a key variable for explaining the development of independent political arenas in federations. First, decentralization makes the state level an increasingly important site of competition. This can affect the cognitive orientations of voters—whether they take their cues from the federal level when they vote in state elections, as the second order election thesis assumes, or whether they base their assessments on state governmental performance.  Voters respond to the location of power in a general sense by directing their political demands to the most effective arena. Decentralization can also affect the orientations of parties. When state elections become more important contests, state-level parties will have little incentive to maintain similar policies to that of the federal party if this risks electoral disadvantage in the state arena. Instead, parties are likely to pursue maximum flexibility, which may involve adopting policy stances that differ from their federal counterparts. 

A second way in which decentralization can affect patterns of party competition is by affecting the incentives and opportunities for issue mobilization. Empirical research suggests that far from being merely responsive to exogenous preferences of voters, parties often take an active role in the mobilization and promotion of issues to endogenously shape voter preferences.
 This, in turn, can affect party alignments. By creating multiple arenas of competition, federalism creates the potential for issues to be mobilized differently across these arenas, leading to variations in party alignments and dimensions of conflict across the units of a federation. Decentralization can exacerbate this. Extending its jurisdictional reach and financial resource base enhances the state government’s policy-making capacity, and thus its capacity for endogenously shaping voter preferences through its role as ‘educator’, promoter of policies, and through policy implementation. Public policies may shape the political goals of interest groups and political parties, generate new policy demands and provoke political opposition. This idea is supported by theoretical reflections on the tendency of governments in federations to use policy to ‘build’ distinctive state identities. They do this by mobilizing issues related to industrial, agricultural or economic policies, where differences in the economic base can be more easily translated into policy demands among state voters that differ from those of voters in the federation as a whole. 
  Fiscal decentralization can also increases the likelihood that issues that arise in the state arena will be linked to a distributive conflict and thus attain greater salience and potential to shape state level political competition.
 

These processes offer a theoretical explanation as to how the institutional structure of the state can affect voting behaviour and party strategies to explain the degree of congruence of party systems. By creating conditions favorable to cognitive orientations to state-level politics and strategic party mobilization of state-level issues, decentralization can fuel party system incongruence and produce party alignments and political behaviour that vary from unit to unit of the federation. In extreme cases, separate parties may emerge at each level. This in turn would reduce the likelihood that the party system and the dynamics of competition at the state level will merely reflect the party system and competition dynamics of the federal level.
 We would therefore expect to find the most independent arenas of political competition in decentralized federations, indicated by greater party system incongruence. Conversely, we would expect to find the least independent arenas of political competition in more centralized federations, indicated by party system congruence. 

II. Method and cases

This paper uses aggregate level electoral data from over 1,500 federal and state elections to conduct a comparative analysis of party system congruence in six federations in order to identify an institutional effect.  The six cases—Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Australia, the United States and Canada—are selected according to a most similar systems logic. These federations are all western industrialized countries that have been continuously democratic during 1945-2000, the period of the comparison. They vary according to the explanatory variable, the way in which federal institutions allocate resources. The comparable cases approach employed here is better suited to generating hypotheses than it is to determining causality or convincingly falsifying alternative theories.
 Indeed, Arend Lijphart warns against over-zealous falsification of hypotheses on the basis of the comparative method: ‘[d]eviant cases weaken a probabilistic hypothesis, but they can only invalidate it if they turn up in sufficient numbers to make the hypothesized relationship disappear altogether’.
 

The general patterns of party system congruence produce support for the theory and highlight future avenues of research. The insights it yields into the development of independent or interlinked competitive arenas can then be applied to any multi-level system, including unitary states with special autonomy arrangements, or supra-national political arenas such as the European Union. 

Measuring congruence

Different aspects of congruence are important because they supply different pieces of information about the degree of independent political development of each electoral arena or the competitive linkages that exist between the two levels. Party system incongruence can be observed at the level of party system structures or aggregate voter behaviour. Party system incongruence occurs when the structural features of the party system, such as the number of parties, differ. Incongruence occurs in its starkest form when different parties compete at the state and federal levels. At the level of aggregate voter behaviour, incongruence occurs when the relative electoral strength of the parties differs across arenas, or if the party’s swing differs in magnitude and direction at the federal and state levels. 

This paper uses three measures of party system congruence: two are measures of aggregate voting behaviour and a third captures the structural similarity of party systems. Comparisons of votes, rather than seats, are used to compare party systems. This controls for party system variations that are due to the mechanical effects of electoral systems.
 

Uniformity of a party’s electoral support   We can measure the congruence of party systems in terms of the uniformity of electoral support for parties across the state and federal party systems. Using data from over 1500 elections at the state and federal level, the standard deviation of electoral support (SDES) describes the degree of heterogeneity of aggregate electoral support for the six federations. Calculated by year, it takes the standard deviation of a party’s level of electoral support across all state and federal arenas. Variations in the level of electoral support can be explained in part by the spatial distribution of demographic traits. High heterogeneity of electoral support may be evidence of weak competitive linkages between party systems or significantly differing issue space. Heterogeneity of levels of electoral support is greatest when parties compete in only some party systems (or at only one level of government). Using the standard deviation as a measure of dispersion is preferable to using variance, which increases with the sample size. Using standard deviation allows us to meaningfully compare the heterogeneity of electoral support across federations where the numbers of constituent units differ.
 

Uniformity of a party’s electoral swing   The electoral strength of parties may be affected by the demographic distribution in a federation—some parties may be particularly strong amongst a rural electorate, while others draw support from a unionized workers concentrated in cities and industrial areas. To get around this problem, a second measure of comparing the relative electoral strength of parties takes these natural advantages and disadvantages into consideration, and compares the magnitude and direction of changes in support for each party in the federal and state election.  This measure is not affected by the absolute level of electoral support for a party, but depends upon whether an increase or decrease in support for one party at the federal level is mirrored at the state level. 


When the same parties compete at the federal and state levels, the congruence of changes in a party’s vote share from one election to the next can be measured by summing the absolute values of the difference in the federal and state electoral swings for a party. This is aggregated across parties and units of the federation. The localization of the vote quantifies the similarity of changes in vote from one election to the next, rather than calculating a static comparison of the difference in electoral support for parties at each level of competition. The advantage of this is that it measures changes in electoral support for a party, rather than absolute levels of electoral support. This offers a method of filtering out the effect of difference in party support from one system to another which is due to the demographic distribution and differences in the underlying social cleavage basis. Instead, it tells us the similarity of the swing at the federal and state levels. Uniform swing would indicate the presence of similar influences on competition, or the same competitive environment at both elections. Because federal and state elections rarely correspond,  the localization score is calculated by selecting sets of federal and state elections that are as close a temporal match as possible. Here, unmatched elections are deleted from the comparison. This does not yield a significantly different result from interpolating missing data points (see appendix). The method of calculation does have implications for our interpretation of the localization indicator, however. The localization score measures relative movement of electoral support between two closely matched time points. It does not explicitly compare system volatility at the federal and state levels. 

The higher the localization score, the greater the difference in magnitude and direction of the electoral swing for parties at the state and federal level. This may indicate that voters are making different decisions in their assessments of state and federal versions of the same parties, perhaps basing their decisions on different factors in each arena. A low localization score may indicate that that voters’ assessments of and decisions to support parties at both the federal and the state levels are linked, but definitive evidence would have to be found in individual-level data from surveys or exit polls.

Similarity of the ‘core structures’ of the party system  The third dimension, the existence of similar or different patterns of competition, shifts the focus from aggregate electoral support for parties to the structural features of the party system. Comparing the core structural elements—here I use the number of effective electoral parties—provides a general comparison of the competitiveness of party systems. Differences in the structural elements of the party system may mean that social cleavages have been transformed and politicized in different ways. Issues that are not relevant in one arena may be highly politicized in another. This could make an additional party relevant in competition, introducing an additional source of opposition in the system. If there is incongruence in the structural features of the party system, it is difficult to accept the assumption that ‘second order’ party systems merely reflect competition at the higher level of competition. Structural party system incongruence is a sign that competition at the state level has undergone a transformation. It represents a more fundamental form of congruence than the measures of aggregate voter behaviour because it indicates that differences in issues or dimensions of competition have become institutionalized in the formation of new parties. This implies that the incongruence is strong and enduring enough to overcome high organizational costs.  We would therefore expect the effect of decentralization on party structure to be weaker than on aggregate electoral behaviour. 

The effective number of parties is sensitive to the relative size of parties because it weights each party by their vote share. It is calculated by taking the inverse of the sum of the fractional vote share of each party (see appendix for details).
  Calculating the standard deviation of the effective number of parties across all party systems of a federation produces a measure of variance that allows us to meaningfully compare the structural congruence of party systems across federations. Comparing electoral parties, rather than parliamentary parties, avoids the problem of variance due to the mechanical effects of electoral systems (the translation of votes to seats) but does not eliminate the problem of psychological effect. In the case of the United States, for example, the winner-take all nature of competition for gubernatorial and presidential office in the United States helps to maintain two-party systems for voters who don’t want to ‘waste’ a vote on a third party that is unlikely to overcome the high electoral threshold.

III. Evidence

Electoral data from the most centralized and the most decentralized federations provides support for the hypothesis that party systems in more decentralized federations will be less congruent than party systems in centralized federations. The following tables present data from three different indicators of congruence: the similarity of electoral support, the similarity of swing, and the similarity of party system structure. Table 2 presents the time period means of three measures of party system congruence. 

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Relative party electoral strength

Column 2 presents the first indicator of party system congruence is the variance in electoral support for parties across units of the federation, measured by taking the standard deviation of the level of electoral support for a party across the federal and state party systems in a given year. The SDES score is aggregated across parties by taking the mean of each party score. 

Higher values of the standard deviation of electoral support mean greater variability in the levels of support for a party across the units of a federation. There is roughly twice as much variation in electoral support for parties across units of the federation in Canada, the United States and Switzerland as in Germany, Austria and Australia. Patterns of macropartisanship have generally become more homogeneous across constituent units over time in the Canada, the United States and Germany, as the nationalization thesis would predict. However, there are clear national differences among the federations. The most homogenous patterns of electoral support are found in the most centralized federations—Germany, Austria and Australia. 

The high SDES scores found in the decentralized federations are boosted by incidences of parties competing at only one level of government, a feature of party competition in all three federations. This occurs most markedly in the Canadian case, with two of four major federal parties (the Alliance and the Bloc Quebecois) that do not compete in provincial elections, and a history of provincial parties unique to their party systems. In the United States, the SDES scores are highest in the early post war years, due to patterns of democratic dominance in the South during the early post war years. US scores also increase after 1990 due to the emergence of successful third party candidates in gubernatorial races.
 Germany’s scores are also highest in the early post-war years due to existence of Land-based parties that largely disappeared by the end of the 1950s. In Australia and Austria, the low SDES scores reflect the fact that new parties that have emerged at the state level have been quick to move on to compete federally. 

Congruence of changes in vote share and localization of the vote


Column 3 presents the congruence of parties’ electoral swing at the federal and state levels, measured by the localization of the vote. A score of 1 would indicate that for every party in the system, the electoral support swung 100 per cent in one direction at the federal level, and 100 per cent in the opposite direction at the state level, for each unit of the federation. The relatively high localization scores in the United States and Canada suggests that voters are making different decisions in their assessments of state and federal versions of the same parties, perhaps basing their decisions in the two electoral arenas on different factors. For most federations the degree of congruence as measured by the standard deviation of electoral support is similar to the degree of congruence as measured by the localization scores. Australia, Austria and Germany have relatively congruent vote swings, and relatively ‘nationalized’ patterns of macropartisanship. Canada and the United States, meanwhile, are the only federations with both incongruent vote swings across party systems and territorially distinct patterns of macropartisanship.

Switzerland is an outlier. While Switzerland’s patterns of macropartisanship vary considerably across its cantonal party systems, as indicated by its high SDES scores, its localization scores are extremely low. Low Swiss localization scores may indicate a type of cognitive dependence in which the cantonal political context is important in the formation of cleavages that structure party competition and in influencing vote choice at both the cantonal and federal levels. This explanation makes sense in the context of Swiss politics, where parties are loose confederations of cantonal politics, and election campaigns for the National Council are remarkable for the absence of centralized or coordinated efforts by the federal party —if indeed we can speak of ‘a’ federal party.
 This idea challenges the second order election thesis, which interprets incongruence as the result of voters lodging a low-risk protest vote against the federal governing party.
 An institutional logic offers a better explanation: decentralization increases the ‘political weight’ of the state arena, making it more likely that voters will base their state-level voting decisions on factors relevant to their preferred policy outcomes in the state arena. Increasing the power and jurisdictional reach of the state arena can also lead to the mobilization of issues unique to that arena.

Structural congruence

The third indicator is the congruence of structural features of party systems, measured by the standard deviation of the effective number of parties (N) across party systems in each federation. Column 4 in Table 2 presents the mean values of the standard deviation of N, as an aggregated national average. 


As expected, the structural measure yields a weaker, though still discernable, relationship to the federal power index than measures of aggregate electoral behaviour. Canada and Switzerland, decentralized federations, are structurally incongruent and Australia and Austria, centralized federations, are structurally congruent. However, Canada and Germany, 15 points apart on the index of federal power, nevertheless have structural congruence scores that are very close. Germany’s scores range from a low of 0.09 in 1973 to 0.97 in 1951. Its high scores are confined to two distinct periods: the consolidation of the German party system in the 1950s, as well as party system change following unification in the 1990s.

Switzerland has an extremely high degree of incongruence, clearly influenced by more than its degree of decentralization. Indeed, tradition plays a role that cannot be ignored. The practice in many of the smaller Swiss cantons of not challenging incumbents, and therefore returning candidates with levels of electoral support of 100 per cent, contributes to the extreme structural incongruence of the Swiss party systems, as well as its high SDES scores. Of all of the federations, however, the United States appears to be the poorest fit with the hypothesized effects of decentralization on this measure of congruence. It is a highly decentralized federation, yet has relatively congruent party systems on this measure. 

Taking the three measures of congruence together, the evidence supports the hypothesis that centralization and decentralization yield relative party system congruence and incongruence respectively, although, as expected, aggregate voter behaviour measures of congruence are more responsive to the allocation of federal power than structural congruence. In Canada, the United States and Switzerland, the three most decentralized federations on the index of federal power, the constituent party systems exhibit a high general level of party system incongruence. This is expressed primarily through aggregate voter behavior in the American party systems, while the Swiss party systems are incongruent structurally and in terms of the underlying levels of electoral support for parties.  Only Canada is strongly incongruent structurally as well as on both measures of aggregate voter behavior. 

The most centralized federations—Germany, Australia and Austria—have party systems with greater homogeneity of electoral support and greater structural similarity than the party systems in the cluster of decentralized federations. Consistently low localization scores tell us that in federal and state elections, the aggregate vote tends to swing in the same direction and with a similar magnitude. Although this homogeneity of electoral support and structural congruence is weakened in the 1990s by the entry of new parties, particularly Green and protest parties, into the state party systems, the national average of the SDES for Germany, Austria and Australia remains less than half that of Canada, the United States and Switzerland. Generally, the German, Austrian and Australian party systems remain more congruent than those in the decentralized federations. 

IV. Discussion

This paper has found that party systems are most congruent in centralized federations, and least congruent in decentralized federations. The institutional allocation of power in federations serves as a better explanatory variable for party system congruence than social cleavage or political culture explanations. Sociological accounts of federalism predict that initial societal divisions, particularly in the form of social cleavages corresponding to territorial boundaries of the federated units—typically found when federations accommodate different ethnic or linguistic groups—account for dissimilarity among state party systems. While the territorial patterns of social cleavages may explain the incongruence of the Swiss party systems, they do not predict why the United States is highly incongruent, or why Canadian party system incongruence extends beyond Quebec and hence the linguistic cleavage. 

Modes of institutional influence on party competition

These results also tell us something about how institutions affect party competition. The three measures of party system congruence used here do not respond to centralization in the same way. First, the effect of federal institutions on party systems appears to be greatest when measured in terms of aggregate voter behaviour—both the standard deviation of electoral support and the localization of the vote. With the exception of Switzerland’s low localization score, SDES and localization measures are a very close fit to the allocation of revenue, expenditure and jurisdictional power. The measures of aggregate voter behaviour are more malleable and responsive indicators of issue mobilization and politicization by strategic parties than are structural measures of the party system. This paper has argued that the allocation of resources structures politics by increasing the range and capacity of parties to act, thus enhancing their ability to mobilize issues. By increasing the importance of the state political arena, it furthermore provides voters with an incentive to base their state-level voting choices on state-level cues. 

However, when high localization of the vote occurs in federations, it does not occur uniformly across the constituent units of the federation—the standard deviation of the localization scores are almost as high as the mean localization scores themselves. This suggests that there are other factors present that serve to influence policy agendas,  ‘activate’ potential cleavages and mobilize issues.
 This could be an exogenous event that affects federal units differently. For example, an economic shock may not have a uniform effect across the federation if significant structural economic differences exist. Local stimuli could also activate latent cleavages. Such local factors may include incumbency effects (particularly in single member constituencies), or support for local candidates standing for election (the so-called ‘friends and neighbors’ effect).
 Variations in policy priorities across constituent units of the federation could also affect the potential for differential mobilization of issues, and hence incongruent vote swings.
 Mobilization and politicization of issues also depends upon political leadership, as well as on political opposition. 

Structural party system congruence—measured as the number of effective parties—generally corresponds to the hypothesized degree of party system congruence. The party system structure is less sensitive to the effects of the institutional allocation of resources than aggregate voter behaviour. While decentralization can provide ideal conditions for the differential mobilization and politicization of issues across the units of a federation, thus differentially affecting a party’s effectiveness at winning votes, there are greater organizational obstacles to overcome before strategic action results in the emergence of new parties. Congruence of party system structure changes slowly and is more likely than aggregate electoral behaviour to reflect intervening variables such as historical events, social change, or even other institutional variables.

 For example, the United States, a decentralized federation, nevertheless has party systems that have a high degree of structural congruence. Perhaps we should be surprised that given the strong countervailing institutional incentives for two-party competition—the ‘psychological effects’ of a high electoral threshold—the United States is still less structurally congruent than Austria.  Although the winner-take-all nature of competition for US gubernatorial and presidential office create strong incentives for two-party competition, third parties attract enough votes to make the American party systems less structurally congruent than the Austrian party systems, which employ proportional representation. 

Limits of the explanation 

Politics is shaped by the interplay of social forces, exogenous events and choice. Despite the range of social, historical and institutional variables that affect party competition, the allocation of power in a federation is a key institutional variable that exerts a strong and observable effect on long-term party system congruence. The federal institutional structure mediates other variables. 

Regime break and social transformation  We can see the imprints left on the structure of the party system by historical events within each federation, and processes of social transformation common to all six cases. For instance, the patterns of congruence in the German case reveal the effects of democratic consolidation and regime break overlaying the effects of institutions.  Until 1960, we find high levels of structural incongruence, relatively high levels of localization of the vote (but not as high as Canada or the United States during this period) and patterns of electoral support for parties that are almost as heterogeneous as Switzerland.
 The high initial heterogeneity in Länder party systems after the war may also be explained by the fact that party registration and the first postwar democratic elections in the Länder preceded those in the Federal republic. We can detect a similar effect from Germany’s second regime break, after the first democratic elections in East Germany in 1990. Structural incongruence and, to a lesser extent, the heterogeneity of macropartisanship, is highest during these periods of regime transformation.  If we examine the period of the 1970s onward—thus isolating the heterogeneity of the immediate post-war period—we find that party systems in Germany are relatively homogeneous in their structure, degree of variation in electoral support and in the localization of the vote.
 

Similarly, the increased structural congruence of the American party systems and decreasing SDES scores after the 1960s document the gradual decline of Democratic dominance in the South, a process which can only be partly explained by increases in federal spending following the introduction of the New Deal.
 The effects of social transformation on structural congruence can be seen across the federations, a cross-national trend absent in the other measures of congruence. With the exception of Switzerland, structural incongruence increases after 1990 as new parties entered party systems. These parties, including Green parties, far right and independent parties, can be seen as a product of social transformation, whether we attribute the re-orientation of preferences to post-materialism or an emergent authoritarian-libertarian value cleavage. 

V. Conclusions

This paper has found that the institutional division of power between the federal and state levels is a key variable capable of explaining cross-national variations in party system congruence. The institutional environment in a federation influences the strategic behaviour of both parties and voters. Decentralization of resources makes the state arena a relatively more important site for voters to direct their demands to and for parties to respond to. Decentralization also increases the policy weight of the state electoral arenas, making them fertile ground for the mobilization of local issues and the evolution of local issues space.

 This paper has identified patterns of party system congruence in 1,500 elections in six federations, using a three-dimensional measure of congruence. This empirical contribution is unique, particularly with the inclusion of Switzerland, a case often left out of comparative accounts of European politics. This allows us to identify macro-political patterns of congruence cross-nationally, providing a sound basis for data-driven theory building. Among the six federations, the highest degree of incongruence occurs in the most decentralized federations, and the lowest degree of incongruence occurs in the most centralized. 

I have employed a method of measuring party system congruence that can be applied to any political system with multiple arenas of competition. Using three indicators that measure congruence at the level aggregate voter behaviour and party system provides a nuanced picture of congruence that delivers insights into how institutional structures impact differently upon these three aspects of congruence. Congruence measured by aggregate voting behaviour—vote swing—is most sensitive to the degree of decentralization, while changes to the structural features of party systems and party label require a greater degree of decentralization before we can observe effects on congruence. 

The institutional account represents an important corrective to social cleavage explanations of party system congruence, because it explains how institutional structures create differential incentives to mobilize and politicize pre-existing divisions at the federal and state level. Social change—and initial social cleavages—clearly do matter in outcomes of party system congruence. We expect and do find party system incongruence when social cleavages correspond with territorial boundaries—such as in Switzerland, and Canada in the case of the province of Quebec. Similarly, evidence of social transformation, such as the rise of post-materialist politics and the entrance of new parties in the 1990s has left its mark on party systems in all federations. There is clear evidence, however, that federal institutions mediate these social forces. 

The claim being made here is not that institutions determine outcomes, merely that they influence actor strategies.
 Similarly, decentralization creates the potential for ‘distinct politics’ to develop at the state level. To understand why in decentralized federations we find high levels of localization of the vote or party label incongruence in some states but not in others, we need to attempt to identify the factors which ‘activate’ potential cleavages in certain arenas. The existing geographic allocation of resources and values provide a set of initial inputs that may be mobilized. For example, the distribution of strong Catholic identifiers may affect the prevalence of socially conservative values in a state; differences in predominant types of economic activity or the resource base of the economy among states will also affect the potential for mobilization. 

These findings contribute to our understanding of when and how independent arenas of competition develop in multi-level systems. It contributes to large existing body of institutional literature on party systems and party competition, and adds the institutional allocation of power in a multi-level system to a list of institutional variables affecting party competition in the state. By honing in on the question of how institutional incentives affect the location of political competition and the mobilization and translation of cleavages, this can contribute to our understanding of political development in multi-level systems. This is especially useful for predicting how nascent political arenas, such as elections to the European Parliament, may develop over time, and how the linkages between national level and European level competition may change.

Appendix: Notes on measurement 

Independent variable

The index of federal power is an additive index, derived from an equal weighting of the revenue and expenditure ratios and the index of federal jurisdiction. Revenue and expenditure centralization ratios are mean values from available IMF data, 1973 to 2000. The index of federal jurisdiction ranges from 0 to 1 and is calculated as the inverse of the proportion of policy areas of exclusive state jurisdiction compared to areas of concurrent, dual and exclusive jurisdiction assigned in the constitution. It is based upon jurisdiction data compiled by Ron Watts. He classifies 48 total policy areas assigned in the Canadian, Swiss and German constitutions, 46 in the Australian, 46 in the American, and 40 in the Austrian constitution. 

Dependent variable

Electoral data was compiled by the author and is available on request. 

Uniformity of a party’s electoral swing

The localization of the vote can be calculated using Down’s equation of party localization (modified here by including a coefficient of 2 in the denominator to yield a score that ranges between 0 and 1): 
 

Localization Party = [(((Sat – Sat-1) –  (Nat – Nat-1)( + ((Sat-n – Sat-n…) – (Nat-n – Nat-n)( ]/2E  

Let Sat – Sat-1 be the difference in the vote share of party a in the state arena between elections at time t and time t-1. Nat – Nat-1 is the difference in the vote share of party a in the federal electoral arena between elections at time t and time t-1. E represents the number of electoral periods. Localization scores are calculated for each party and each unit of the federation, and aggregated to produce a mean score for the federation. The localization scores used here are calculated by matching pairs of state and federal elections as closely as possible—the swing is measured from one time point to the next, but not always between successive elections. Some elections were removed from the comparison to produce temporally matched pairs. The United States and Austria were most affected by this. Calculating localization using a method of interpolation to address ‘missing’ values due to mis-matched federal and state elections leads to scores that are slightly but not significantly lower. The rank order of cases is not affected. Further details are available from the author. 

Similarity of the core structures of the party system

The effective number of parties can be expressed in the following equation: 

N = 1/ ( pi 2 


where pi is the fractional vote share of the ith party.

Table 1: Index of federal power
	Federation
	Revenue centralization
	Expenditure centralization
	Index of federal jurisdiction*
	Index of federal power 

	Austria
	0.74
	0.69
	0.95
	0.79

	Australia
	0.73
	0.59
	0.87
	0.73

	Germany
	0.65
	0.58
	0.96
	0.73

	Switzerland
	0.57
	0.49
	0.92
	0.66

	United States
	0.60
	0.55
	0.80
	0.65

	Canada
	0.47
	0.42
	0.85
	0.58


Source: calculated by author using data from IMF, Government Finance Statistics Yearbook, various years; Watts, 1999:126-30. See appendix for details of calculating the index. 

Table 2: Three measures of party system congruence, time period mean, 1945 – 2000 

	Country
	(1)

Index of federal  power
	(2)

Mean standard deviation of electoral support
	(3)

Mean localization of the vote
	(4)

Mean standard deviation of effective number of parties

	
	
	score
	rank
	score
	rank
	score
	rank

	Canada
	0.58
	0.14
	1
	0.05
	2
	0.42
	2

	United States
	0.65
	0.11
	2
	0.06
	1
	0.26
	5

	Switzerland
	0.66
	0.10
	3
	0.01
	6
	1.16
	1

	Germany
	0.73
	0.06
	4
	0.02
	4
	0.41
	3

	Australia
	0.73
	0.06
	6
	0.03
	3
	0.32
	4

	Austria
	0.79
	0.06
	5
	0.01
	5
	0.22
	6
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