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e propose a comprehensive statistical model for analyzing multiparty, district-level elections. This

model, which provides a tool for comparative politics research analogous to that which regression

analysis provides in the American two-party context, can be used to explain or predict how
geographic distributions of electoral results depend upon economic conditions, neighborhood ethnic
compositions, campaign spending, and other features of the election campaign or aggregate areas. We also
provide new graphical representations for data exploration, model evaluation, and substantive interpretation.
We illustrate the use of this model by attempting to resolve a controversy over the size of and trend in the
electoral advantage of incumbency in Britain. Contrary to previous analyses, all based on measures now
known to be biased, we demonstrate that the advantage is small but meaningful, varies substantially across
the parties, and is not growing. Finally, we show how to estimate the party from which each party’s advantage

is predominantly drawn.

e propose the first internally consistent statis-
Wtical model for analyzing multiparty, district-

level aggregate election data. Our model can
be applied directly to explain or predict how the
geographic distribution of electoral results depends
upon economic conditions, neighborhood ethnic com-
positions, campaign spending, or other features of the
election campaign or characteristics of the aggregate
areas. We also provide several new graphical represen-
tations for help in data exploration, model evaluation,
and substantive interpretation.!

Our general model is intended to address three
serious lacunae in the study of comparative politics.
First, most literatures focusing on non-American elec-
tions are dominated by survey data alone rather than
also including studies of real election results.2 Survey
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1 Our model can also be used to evaluate features of electoral
systems, such as whether the districting system is fair to all the
political parties and electorally responsive, although we leave details
of this task to future work.

2 A few examples of the good survey analyses conducted in multi-
party democracies include those in England (e.g., Goodhart and

research has enormous advantages for studying indi-
vidual-level preferences, but as analyses of random
selections of isolated individuals from unknown geo-
graphical locations, they necessarily miss much of
electoral politics. As such, they are often best comple-
mented with studies of aggregate electoral returns.

Second, with surprisingly few exceptions, electoral
analyses in comparative politics based on real election
returns use national rather than regional, district, or
precinct-level data.? This approach has the advantage
of allowing more countries to be included in the
analysis without much data collection effort, but it also
has serious disadvantages. Aggregate national-level
studies prevent researchers from learning where votes
come from and why, and they generally result in studies
based on small numbers of observations and little
variation on many relevant dimensions. Studies of
postwar OECD countries usually contain only about a
dozen observations (see Paldam 1991, 18, Table 1), and
analyses of former communist countries could include
only three or four free elections. This is often insuffi-
cient information with which to parse out many of the
interesting effects, and it ignores the substantial infor-
mation content in the often vast differences across
different regions of a country.

Finally, the vast majority of electoral studies in
multiparty democracies dichotomize the electoral sys-
tem into a pseudo-two-party contest. Researchers an-
alyze the vote for the incumbent party versus all others
grouped together, or the vote for a particular group,
such as left-wing parties, versus the combination of all

Bhansali 1970), Mexico (Dominguez and McCann 1996),. Poland
(Przeworski 1996), Peru (Stokes 1996), Russia (White et al. 1997),
Denmark (Miller and Listhaug 1985), Italy (Bellucci 1984), and West
Germany (Frey and Schneider 1980) as well as multicountry studies
(Lewis-Beck 1988), among many others.

3 Such national-level studies have used data from France (Rosa and
Amson 1976), Japan (Inoguchi 1980), England (Whiteley 1980), and
Italy (Bellucci 1984); time-series of cross-sectional data from multi-
ple countries (Host and Paldam 1990; Paldam 1986, 1991; Powell and
Whitten 1993); and single cross-sections of multiple countries
(Lewis-Beck and Bellucci 1982), among many others. Subnational
analyses include Bellucci (1984, 1991), Conford, Dorling, and Tether
(1995), Rattinger (1991), Slider (1994).
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the others. This procedure has the advantage of en-
abling the use of standard statistical methods, but since
these methods are best applied to the study of two-
party systems (largely in U.S. data), two serious prob-
lems result: bias and information loss. The procedure is
biased whenever all parties do not field candidates in
every election district. For example, even when the
governing party contests every election, different num-
bers of parties composing the “other” category will
generally have large effects on a variable such as the
percentage of the vote for the governing party. Because
the vote a party expects to receive will normally be
related to whether it runs a candidate, the observed
variable will systematically overstate the true underly-
ing support for the governing party when its true
support is highest. For example, when the governing
party is expected to do so well that it scares off
opposition parties from running their own candidates,
the fraction of the vote actually received by the gov-
erning party will exceed its true support in the elector-
ate. This, and other similar problems, can combine to
induce severe bias in inferences based on such data.

Moreover, even if partially contested elections hap-
pen to cause no bias in a particular case, important
information, critical to comparative politics, is always
lost by these methods. For example, when the eco-
nomic pain caused by promarket reforms in postcom-
munist countries results in the reformers being thrown
out of office (Przeworski 1991), or when the increasing
salience of ethnic divisions upsets the political order
(Horowitz 1985, 1993; Offe 1992; Tucker 1996), which
parties benefit? How do the electoral fortunes of each
of the parties depend on the degree of economic
hardship or ethnic divisions? Answering these ques-
tions about multiparty systems requires statistical mod-
els that permit multiparty outcomes. Shoehorning a
complex multiparty democracy into a fake two-party
system in order to perform an analysis that looks like
those conducted in American politics takes the wrong
lessons from that subfield. Making methodological
decisions merely to accommodate the requirements of
familiar statistical methods risks missing the most
distinctive and interesting aspects of the electoral
system under analysis. The bottom line is that multi-
party systems require the development of multiparty
statistical models. It would appear that much substan-
tive knowledge can be gained, and bias reduced, by
designing models of electoral systems with the special
features of these systems in mind.

Although we intend our model to be applicable to a
wide variety of multiparty electoral data, we apply it
here to resolve one important scholarly controversy:
the size of and trend in the electoral advantage of
incumbency in the United Kingdom. For decades, the
conventional wisdom has been that U.K. incumbency
advantage is small to nonexistent and not increasing,
but this conclusion has come under strong attack
recently by researchers whose results seem to show that
incumbency advantage is moderate to large and grow-
ing fast. Unfortunately, it turns out that all estimates
given in the literature are based on measures now
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known to be biased. In partial agreement and disagree-
ment with the substantive results from both sides, we
demonstrate that the incumbency advantage is small
but markedly different for each of Britain’s three major
parties. Our methods also provide information that
others have not attempted to estimate, such as the
party from which each party’s incumbency advantage is
primarily drawn. The study of incumbency advantage in
the United States has been greatly enhanced by a
quarter-century of scholarly work that has increased
the precision and accuracy of estimates in this two-
party system, and we hope a similar gain will result in
electoral studies of multiparty democracies, such as the
United Kingdom.

From a methodological perspective, analyses of ag-
gregate electoral data fall into two fundamental cate-
gories that should be carefully distinguished—contex-
tual effects and ecological inferences. Research
questions about the relationships:among aggregate
variables require a model of contextual effects, such as
that offered here (or, e.g., Huckfeldt and Sprague
1993). In contrast, research questions about the char-
acteristics of the individuals who make up aggregate
electoral data require ecological inferences and the
special models designed for this purpose (see King
1997). For example, a study of the effect on the vote for
more liberal parties of having a college in town is a
contextual effect, for which the model we propose is
directly useful. In contrast, using aggregate electoral
data to study whether college students are more hkely
than others to vote for liberal political parties requires
an ecological inference. Our statistical model applies to
questions at the district level, such as incumbency
advantage estimates or predicting which candidate will
win. Formal models of individual behavior may be of
interest for some purposes, but they are not always
necessary in cases like these. For much of our discus-
sion, we make the common assumption that candidates
are strategic and well informed. Our working (testable)
assumption about voters is that, conditional on the
candidates, their voting behavior follows regular pat-
terns of some sort.

In the sections that follow, we briefly describe our
motivating substantive problem, discuss the more gen-
eral characteristics of multiparty electoral data, sum-
marize the problems that need to be resolved in order
to develop a general statistical model for these data,
introduce a simple version of the model for cases in
which all parties contest, introduce assumptions to deal
with partially contested elections, and show how to
estimate the model and compute quantities of interest
from these estimates. We present substantive results as
the model is developed.

INCUMBENCY ADVANTAGE IN
GREAT BRITAIN

Until the 1980s, scholars generally agreed that British
elections were decided by national and not local forces.
The electoral advantage of incumbency was thought to



