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Abstract
Democratic politics suffers from numerous diseases such as lack of inclusiveness, 
time-inconsistency, short-termism, negative campaigning, lack of trust in and be-
tween governments, and many more. These diseases affect all countries, albeit to 
a differing extent. How can they be cured? From a politico-economic perspective, 
an institutional approach is required. We look at a country where these political 
diseases seem to play a relatively minor role: Switzerland. So far, Switzerland is 
renowned for its extensive direct democracy and federalism. However, its electoral 
system has been largely neglected. It uniquely combines proportional representation 
and majoritarian elections on all government levels. In contrast to the international 
standard, Swiss majority votes do not take place in single-member districts but in 
multi-member districts. We analyze how the interplay of majoritarian elections in 
multi-member districts and proportional representation mitigates many of the politi-
cal diseases.
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1  Introduction

Democratic politics suffers from many diseases, which most adherents of rule of law 
and constitutional democracy would like to see reduced. Typical examples of such 
diseases are a lack of inclusiveness, time inconsistencies, short-termism, overwhelm-
ing government debts, negative campaigning, and a lack of trust in and between gov-
ernments. These diseases affect all countries but in varying degrees. What determines 
these differences? Political economists agree that it is the institutions as “humanly 
devised constraints that structure political, economic, and social interaction” (North, 
1991: 97). Good institutions incentivize the relevant political actors—the citizens as 
principals and the politicians as agents—to pursue sound policies and to overcome 
the diseases of politics (Buchanan & Tullock, 1962; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012), 
not least because there is a close analogy between institutionally determined poly-
centric political competition and market competition, as Eusepi & Wagner (2011) 
fervently emphasize.

Institutional reforms can help to mitigate these problems in politics. But which 
reforms are effective? Although scholars from various disciplines—but especially 
from political science and economics—have dealt extensively with institutions and 
their effects, concrete proposals for the optimal design of institutions are rather 
scarce. In order to derive such recommendations, we try to learn from a country 
which seems to be less affected by political diseases than most other countries: Swit-
zerland. While many academics believe Switzerland to perform well because it is 
highly decentralized and grants its citizens encompassing direct-democratic instru-
ments at all governmental levels, we argue that there is a third institution, namely its 
electoral system, which plays an important role in preventing political diseases. We 
first describe this neglected Swiss institution (Sect. 2), which is characterized by the 
coexistence of proportional and majoritarian elections in multi-member districts at all 
governmental levels. Then we discuss how the Swiss electoral system mitigates some 
typical diseases of politics (Sect. 3). Finally, we draw some conclusions (Sect. 4).

2  Switzerland’s Electoral System

For a better understanding on how to best control diseases of politics—such as lack 
of inclusiveness, time-inconsistency, short-termism, negative campaigning, lack of 
trust in and between governments, and others—it makes sense to analyze historical 
and present cases, in which such diseases were, or are, successfully mitigated. The 
economic standard approach involves econometric analyses of a sample of countries 
or a sample of local jurisdictions within a country. However, apart from the fact that 
such econometric analyses need much data, which at the time is not available, they 
also have three other significant disadvantages. First, they have problems to iden-
tify successful recipes that are used in only one or a few countries or jurisdictions. 
Second, as the diseases develop slowly, it is difficult to find the traces of successful 
remedies. Third, cross-jurisdictional estimates suffer from the fact that, usually, there 
is intense competition between the jurisdictions of federal countries, which levels the 
differences in performance and makes it difficult to identify the effects of institutions. 
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Therefore, we concentrate on one country only and try to explain the impact of its 
institutions on the discussed political diseases through a disciplined argumentative 
politico-economic analysis.

The country we look at as a kind of case study is Switzerland. We believe it to 
be an interesting case, as it seems to be less affected by political diseases than most 
other countries, as is reflected in analyses on the quality of governance, competitive-
ness, infrastructure, innovativeness, etc. (World Economic Forum 2020; IMD World 
Competitiveness Center 2021). Actually, there is much politico-economic research 
on Switzerland and its political institutions. Yet, the focus is almost exclusively set 
on two institutions that are often associated with Switzerland: federalism in the form 
of extensive decentralization (Eichenberger, 1994; Oates, 1999; Christl et al., 2020) 
and direct democracy in the form of referenda and initiatives (Frey, 1994; Matsu-
saka, 2005, 2018). However, there is a third important and highly interesting institu-
tion which is specific to Switzerland: its electoral system. It has so far been largely 
neglected by political economists, and political scientists have only looked at it from 
a different angle. In the remainder of this section, we describe the main features of the 
Swiss electoral system and explain its mechanics. We can then go on to analyze how 
the system mitigates various diseases in politics in the next section.

The Swiss electoral system is characterized by two main elements:
Coexistence of proportional representation and majoritarian elections at all gov-

ernmental levels. At the federal level, citizens can elect the two chambers of the 
national parliament, which have identical competencies but are subject to two dif-
ferent electoral rules. Members of the lower chamber (National Council) with 200 
seats are elected by proportional representation in 26 districts, which are congruent 
to the cantons. In contrast, members of the upper chamber (Council of States) with 46 
seats are in general elected by majority vote in the same 26 districts. At the cantonal 
and municipal level, the electorate directly elects not only the parliament but also all 
(typically five to nine) members of the government. Again, two different electoral 
systems are in use. Cantonal and municipal parliamentarians are mainly elected by 
proportional representation.1 In contrast, members of cantonal and municipal govern-
ments are mainly elected by majority votes within one large district which is congru-
ent to the whole jurisdiction.

Majoritarian elections with different rules. In Switzerland, majoritarian elections 
exhibit three specific characteristics. (i) They are usually held in multi-member dis-
tricts. In other countries, majoritarian elections typically take place in single-member 
districts. In all Swiss multi-member majoritarian elections, voters dispose of as many 
votes as there are seats to be filled, and they can freely allocate all or only some of 
their votes to candidates (cumulation is usually not allowed).2 Generally, these elec-
tions take place in two rounds. In the first round, a candidate needs to receive an 

1  On the municipal level the legislative branch either consists of a proportionally elected parliament or a 
town meeting. A town meeting is often seen as the prototype of direct democracy, since all eligible voters 
are invited one to four times a year to discuss and decide on municipal topics. In 2013, approximately 20% 
of the municipalities made use of a parliament and 80% of a town meeting (Ladner, 2016).
2  This electoral system is related to the “Approval Voting” in multi-member districts (see Van der Straeten 
et al., 2018). In both electoral systems, voters can freely allocate more than one vote. However, whilst 
under approval voting, voters can indicate their preferences for all candidates, under the majority rule in 
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absolute majority of votes to get elected. In the second round, the relative majority 
is sufficient. (ii) Elections of government members are held at large, such that the 
district covers the whole jurisdiction. In other countries, only the heads of local gov-
ernments (e.g., mayors or governors) are elected at large. (iii) Majoritarian elections 
are used for the offices which are especially attractive to ambitious politicians. At the 
federal level, members of the majority-elected Council of States have greater indi-
vidual influence on politics than members of the much larger, proportionally elected 
National Council. At the cantonal and local levels, members of the majority elected 
governments have greater individual influence on policies and are much better paid 
than members of the cantonal or municipal parliaments.

The combination of proportional representation and majority elections with these 
specific rules has far-reaching implications for the behavior of politicians and parties. 
On the one hand, the widespread use of proportional representation at all governmen-
tal levels results in a multi-party system (Duverger, 1954), with a large and fluctuat-
ing number of parties, which are distributed all over the political spectrum but with 
rather small ideological distances between neighboring parties. This system supports 
the inclusion of a large variety of ideological positions into municipal, cantonal, and 
federal politics and guarantees that even very specific political positions may enter 
the political stage in a clearly visible way. This corresponds to the idea of broad rep-
resentation. The variety of the represented political positions grows in the number of 
seats per constituency (Stadelmann et al., 2019). On the other hand, the majoritarian 
elections in multi-member districts incentivize the relatively ambitious politicians 
to take moderate positions in the middle of the political spectrum, as this increases 
their chances of winning seats in local governments or in the Council of States. These 
mechanisms are worth closer examination.

2.1  Convergence in Multi-Member Majoritarian Elections

In standard majoritarian elections with single-member districts, each voter disposes 
of one vote. This rule favors a two-party system (Duverger, 1954) under which the 
representation of different interests is rather weak. This results from voters strate-
gically voting not for the preferred candidate but for the candidate closest to their 
preferences with real chances of winning the elections. In these standard majority 
voting systems with single-member districts, candidates and parties tend to settle 
in the center of the political spectrum (Downs, 1957). Deviations from the median 
voter position can, however, be considerable (Portmann et al., 2012; Stadelmann et 
al., 2014, 2019). Theoretically, the centripetal forces dominate as long as only two 
candidates compete. When three or more candidates enter the race, there are also 
centrifugal forces. A candidate remaining at the median voter position of the political 
spectrum, with one or more candidates to his right and his left, gets squeezed. He will 
only receive the votes of the voters positioned in the middle of the political spec-
trum, while the more extreme candidates will skim all votes to the right and the left. 
Thus, the moderation of politics and convergence to the median voter position is not 

multi-member districts, voters only dispose of as many votes as there are seats to be filled. For an overview 
of the literature on approval voting, see Laslier and Sanver (2010) or Brams & Fishburn (2007).
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ensured when more than two candidates compete under single-member majoritarian 
elections (Cox, 1990).

In majoritarian elections in multi-member districts, however, voters dispose of 
several votes. If the number of candidates on each side of the political spectrum 
is smaller than the number of votes per voter, a candidate who is positioned at the 
median of the political spectrum will get votes from voters on both sides of the spec-
trum. This is the case because such a centrist candidate is closer to each voter on both 
the right and the left side of the political spectrum than the candidates on the opposite 
side of the political spectrum. Thus, as long as the number of candidates does not 
exceed twice the number of seats, convergence of all candidates arises endogenously 
(Cox, 1990).3 Hence, in majoritarian elections in multi-member districts, centripetal 
forces may stay dominant also in a multi-party environment, if there are not too many 
candidates. In Switzerland, the number of candidates is most often below the thresh-
old number required for convergence, as the electoral system incentivizes the parties 
to reduce the number of candidates.

2.2  Endogenous Reduction of the Number of Candidates

In the literature on majority elections in multi-member districts, the perspective is 
mostly critical. It is feared that voters adhere to block voting, by giving all their votes 
to candidates who belong to their own group (e.g., ethnicity, religion, party mem-
bers), ignoring all other characteristics of the candidates. If voters vote in blocks, 
majoritarian elections in multi-member districts end in the largest group winning all 
seats in a landslide victory (Niemi et al., 1985; Gerber et al., 1998). Thus, a group or 
party with a relative majority of votes can win all seats and leave the absolute major-
ity of voters unrepresented. However, in Switzerland there is neither widespread 
block voting nor are there landslide victories.

As emphasized by various authors (Dutta et al., 2001), a serious comparison of 
different electoral system needs to consider endogenous candidacy. The number of 
candidates in Swiss majoritarian elections in multi-member districts is determined by 
an interplay of the party system and the citizens’ voting behavior. In Switzerland, the 
majority rule in multi-member districts is used in a multi-party context, which results 
from the use of proportional representation on all governmental levels. However, 
due to the large number of parties, the ideological distances between them are rather 
small, which decreases voters’ psychological costs of voting for candidates from 
other than their favorite parties. Therefore, voters split their votes over candidates 
from different parties, for instance because they perceive candidates from other par-
ties as very competent, know them personally, or like their personal characteristics. 
Moser (2019) finds for multi-member majoritarian elections in the Canton of Zurich 
that voters indeed extensively split their votes over candidates from various par-
ties. Such voting behavior changes the strategic calculus of parties in multi-member 
majoritarian elections. Presenting a full list of candidates is not the best strategy – not 

3  Convergence holds at least as long voters use most of their votes. This is mostly the case in Switzerland 
(Eichenberger et al., 2019).
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even for the largest party.4 Voters, who split their votes over candidates from vari-
ous parties, cannot elect all candidates of their favorite party but have to somehow 
distribute their votes over the respective candidates. Thus, each candidate receives 
fewer votes than he or she would if the party had nominated fewer candidates. The 
parties can, therefore, increase their candidates’ chances of election by reducing the 
number of candidates. This, in turn, increases pressure on other parties to reduce the 
number of their candidates as well. Reducing the number of candidates per party pro-
vides all voters (even those who would like to give all their votes exclusively to their 
favorite party) with incentives to distribute some of their votes to candidates from 
different parties. This again incentivizes candidates to pursue policies that make them 
attractive to as many voters of other parties as possible by moving to the political 
center. As a result, the ideological differences between the candidates are shrinking, 
which induces the voters to put more weight on other characteristics of candidates 
and increases the likelihood of voters voting for candidates from parties other than 
their favorite. This, in turn, strengthens the incentives of all parties to further reduce 
the number of candidates. The result of this process is a potential equilibrium, where 
parties only present candidates with realistic electoral chances (Eichenberger et al., 
2021). Therefore, the outcome of multi-member majoritarian elections, in terms of 
representation, depends on the interplay of voting behavior, party strategies, and 
party landscape. The criteria for convergence (Cox, 1990) in majoritarian elections 
in multi-member districts, therefore, endogenously arises in a multi-party system 
with heterogeneous voting behavior, which itself is heavily determined by the party 
landscape. Hence, governments on the local and cantonal levels elected by this rule 
usually consist of politicians who are members of various parties but do not differ 
much with respect to their ideological position. Similarly, in the Council of States, the 
two representants of the two-member districts most often belong to different parties 
(Eichenberger et al., 2021).

3  How Switzerland’s Electoral System Cures Political Diseases

So far, our arguments can be summarized as follows: In the Swiss electoral system, 
majoritarian elections in multi-member districts result—due to the interaction with 
proportional elections—in local and cantonal governments and a chamber of the fed-
eral parliament that are majority elected and composed of members of many parties 
from both sides of the political spectrum. Parties, and even more so candidates, who 
want to win seats in the cantonal and municipal governments and the Council of 
States in multi-member majoritarian elections must move toward the political cen-
ter.5 Therefore, the ideological differences between incumbents are often smaller than 

4  For a closer discussion of these mechanisms, see Eichenberger et al., (2019) or Eichenberger et al., 
(2021).
5  The seven members of the federal government, the Federal Council, face related incentives. They are 
not directly elected by the citizens but delegated by the parliament (i.e. by all members of both chambers) 
based on an exhaustive ballot. For each of the seven seats, there is an independent exhaustive ballot. In 
consecutive voting rounds, the list of candidates is reduced by dropping the candidate with the lowest 
number of votes from the list. As soon as a candidate wins an absolute majority of the votes, he or she is 
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those between incumbents and their own parties. Most politicians elected under the 
Swiss multi-member majoritarian system tend to be moderate and to take positions 
close to the median of the political spectrum so that different party affiliations do not 
hinder them from working together effectively.6 As a consequence, Swiss politics 
often looks a bit boring when viewed from the outside, but the electoral system has an 
exciting potential to mitigate various diseases of politics. In the following, we discuss 
the role of the Swiss electoral system in curing some of these diseases.

3.1  Broader Perspectives

Usually, representants are elected either with majority rule in small districts or with 
proportional representation in large districts, which incentivizes them to cater either 
to specific regional interests or to narrow group interests. As a consequence, they 
rather focus on distributive measures which serve their clientele than on developing 
allocative measures which serve the general public (Weingast et al., 1981).

In contrast, multi-member majoritarian elections are held at large, i.e. in one single 
district which covers the whole jurisdiction. To be elected, they need broad support in 
the whole constituency. Such broad support cannot be achieved by redistributive and 
regulatory measures which benefit a minority at the cost of the general population. 
Rather, broad support can be achieved by efficient policies which aim at increas-
ing total welfare. Thus, government members are interested in effectively solving 
problems and reaching fruitful compromises that serve the entire electorate. More-
over, with at-large elections, incumbent politicians and parties lack opportunities to 
affect their re-election chances by gerrymandering. The most effective instrument to 
achieve re-election is good overall politics.

3.2  De-Concentration of Power

In order to overcome the above-mentioned distributive bias of politics, in many coun-
tries attempts have been made to implement institutions that incentivize national or 
local governments to care for the whole country or local jurisdiction, respectively. 
The general approach is to elect the head of the government by majority vote in 
one single large district that covers the whole country, state, or municipality. Typical 
examples of such strong politicians are presidents, governors, and mayors. However, 
these politicians enjoy some form of monopoly power (see e.g., Eusepi & Wagner 
2011, 2017) that they can misuse to cater to narrow interests at the expense of broader 
interests. The incumbency effect in the elections of these high-ranking politicians 
illustrates power accumulation.

elected. There is an informal agreement between the parties stipulating that each of the three largest parties 
get two seats and the fourth largest party one seat. As parliamentarians are not bound to vote for or against 
the official candidate of a specific party but can allocate their vote freely to all Swiss citizens, candidates 
are also incentivized to take moderate positions in the middle of the political spectrum.
6  In Eichenberger et al., (2019), we provide empirical evidence for executive members elected under the 
majoritarian rule in multi-member districts to report a better working climate and fewer performance limits 
than those elected with proportional representation.

1 3



Homo Oeconomicus

With multi-member majoritarian elections, the governments consist of several pol-
iticians who are elected with the same procedure. Thus, Swiss government councils 
de-concentrate power effectively, by sharing it between individuals who are formally 
equal. The president of the government is often merely primus inter pares. In almost 
all cantons and many municipalities, the president is not elected by the citizens, but 
presidency is rotating among the members of government. Equality has at least three 
significant effects. First, it is a precondition for a constructive problem-focused dis-
course within the government, which is conducive to wise solutions. Second, impor-
tant government decisions are made by all members by majority vote. This brings the 
decision even closer to the median position. Third, the Condorcet-Jury theorem can 
unfold its effect. According to the law of large numbers, the probability of errone-
ous group decisions due to errors of individual members decreases with the size of 
the group—if the group decides by a majority vote and the errors of the individual 
group members are independent of each other (Stadelmann et al., 2014). With multi-
member majority elections, the elected politicians are independent of each other and 
there is no hierarchy between them, which allows to decide by majority vote. As 
they are members of different parties with different ideological backgrounds, they 
are unlikely to be subject to the same misperceptions, i.e., their individual errors are 
independent of each other.

Power is also constrained by electoral competition. However, in single-member 
majoritarian elections, competition is weakened. During the term, competition is 
muted as long as the candidates for the next elections have not yet been designated. 
In the election contest, the incumbents have a large advantage over their competi-
tors because the latter do not command equivalent resources, and there is no valid 
benchmark to judge the achievements of the incumbent. In contrast, with multi-mem-
ber majoritarian elections, there is always intense competition. During the term, the 
members of government compete among each other for popularity and better re-
election chances. In the election contest, the incumbents can be benchmarked against 
each other.

3.3  Time Consistency

Instability of democratic politics originates from at least three sources. First, succes-
sive governments often pursue different ideologies and strategies, which may gener-
ate political cycles and policy reversals (Hibbs, 1977). This is due to the fact that 
full convergence only arises in a two-party system (Downs, 1957) and, thus, stable 
median voter outcomes are typically not met. Second, in multi-party systems there is 
an additional source of instability as government may be formed by unstable coali-
tions. A famous case in point is Italy (Gianetti & Laver, 2001). Third, in order to fight 
the above-mentioned problem of power accumulation, in many countries term limits 
have been implemented. Thus, presidents have to step back after one or two terms, 
which may induce economically costly policy discontinuities and political business 
cycles (Alesina & Roubini, 1992).

In Switzerland, this is different. On the one hand, proportional elections include a 
large variety of interests in politics and adapt directly to changes in the electorate’s 
will. On the other hand, multi-member majoritarian elections ensure stability for the 
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more attractive offices over time. The incentives specific to multi-member majoritar-
ian elections in a multi-party context result in governments (and parliaments) with 
politicians from various parties, who are ideologically closer to each other than the 
positions of their parties. After a legislative term, there is almost always a change 
in the composition of government. However, it is never the entire government that 
changes. Only some of its members get replaced, while the party composition of 
government is marginally adjusted. Thus, the system combines continuity with per-
manent adaptation, which allows for more time-consistent politics.

3.4  Long-Termism

Democracy is dependent on political competition and the re-election constraint, which 
both shrink the time horizon of governments and, thus, may induce short-termism 
in various policy fields. For instance, over-taxation and over-regulation result from 
governments focusing on their short-run benefits but neglecting the long-run elastic-
ity of the tax base (Brennan & Buchanan, 1980); underinvestment in infrastructure 
stems from the respective costs occurring much earlier than the benefits; and strategic 
debt accumulation results from governments accumulating debts in order to spend 
as much money as possible to benefit their own clientele and to constrain the policy 
choices of their successors (Alesina & Tabellini, 1990).7

In contrast, in the Swiss electoral system, politicians and parties are incentivized 
to also consider the long-term consequences of their decisions, as they have to carry 
a relatively large share of the positive and negative effects of their decisions for three 
reasons. First, although term-limits exist in some jurisdictions, members of govern-
ments usually stay for 8 to 16 years in office. Therefore, it may be worthwhile for 
politicians to tackle long-term projects since they experience not only the costs but 
also the benefits of successful projects. Second, although there are always members 
of government who are in their last term and, thus, have a short individual time 
horizon, the majority of the members can expect to stay in office and are, therefore, 
interested in effective long-term policies. Third, there are rarely abrupt changes in the 
party composition of multi-member majoritarian elected governments. Thus, pres-
ent politicians have no reason to strategically overspend and go for debts in order to 
benefit their clientele and to constrain the future government, as they know that the 
future government will be composed quite similarly to the present one. This may also 
explain why most Swiss cantons introduced effective debt brakes (Salvi et al., 2020).

3.5  Constructive Competition

Normally, opposition parties want to get into power themselves. Thus, they have 
no incentive to make constructive proposals for improving the present governments 
policies. Rather, they have to prevent the government from looking successful by 
permanently bashing and blocking its decisions so that a reform deadlocks result.

7  These theories depend on government debt being a burden to future tax payers. Eusepi & Wagner (2017) 
convincingly show that this applies.
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In contrast, in the Swiss political system, there is no well-defined opposition, as all 
larger parties are, to some extent, part of the government. For the parties, the policy 
game is not to topple government but to try to win additional seats. For being suc-
cessful, they have to convince the voters that they have better candidates and propos-
als than the other parties. However, when they already have a seat in government, 
they cannot just condemn the government and promise the voters heaven and earth, 
as the voters can assess what the respective parties’ government members achieved 
so far. Therefore, parties try to pinpoint the valuable contribution of their member(s) 
in the governing council.

The predominant role of majoritarian elections incentivizes even parties with no 
seats in government not to take too extreme positions, as their candidates only have 
a chance to be elected into government if they take moderate positions. Therefore, 
in the Swiss political system, competition between parties and politicians is much 
more intense than it may look to outside observers. However, competition is neither 
rough and loud nor does it result in abrupt changes of the entire governmental power 
or parliamentary majority. But it runs smoothly and permanently as the number of 
governmental seats and, thus, the relative influence of the parties, changes frequently. 
In addition, intra-party competition is strong because voters are not bound to pre-
defined party lists but can distribute their votes freely among the candidates of vari-
ous parties.

3.6  Positive Campaigning

In many countries, there is an intense public debate on how to prevent negative cam-
paigning by politicians and parties, especially those who overly focus on alleged 
personal weaknesses and the immoral behavior of their opponents, instead of devel-
oping their own political program and competencies (Lau & Rovner, 2009).8 In two-
candidate races, candidates can increase their election prospect by impairing their 
rival’s reputation via negative campaigning (Nai, 2020). Thus, negative strategies 
may well pay off in majoritarian systems with single-member constituencies and are, 
for instance, quite common in the United States.

However, strategies change in a multi-party environment and even more under 
majoritarian elections in multi-member districts. The relatively large number of can-
didates per district makes it unattractive for all parties to conduct negative election 
campaigns which aim at disparaging, damaging, and sabotaging other government 
members and candidates, as the returns of negative campaigning—the failings of 
competitors—are spread among all the other remaining candidates. Candidates and 
parties, therefore, have incentives to run primarily positive campaigns and to pres-
ent their own achievements and ideas in a positive way. Moreover, as government is 
composed of members of most larger parties, the performance of all members and 
parties largely depends on the contribution of other parties, which further reduces 

8  The literature is inconclusive on whether negative campaigning might lead voters to disengage from 
politics (Krupnikov, 2011). However, in a meta-analytic assessment, negative campaigning is found to 
lower feelings of political efficacy and trust in government (Lau et al., 2007), which may damage the 
political process in the long run.
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the incentives to harm and sabotage other candidates and potential future colleagues 
in government. As parties usually (due to the endogenous candidate reduction, see 
Sect. 2) only present candidates with realistic chances of winning the elections, most 
competitors are potential future colleagues.

3.7  Inclusive Institutions

Political institutions can be broadly divided into two subcategories: “extractive” 
or “inclusive” (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012, see also North et al., 2009). When 
political institutions are extractive, the majority of citizens is excluded from politi-
cal decision-making. When institutions are inclusive, the interests of all citizens are 
effectively included in the political process. Many democracies lack inclusiveness. 
Governments are either right, middle, left, middle-right, or middle-left, but barely 
left-middle-right. Thus, generally, a large share of the population is not represented in 
government. Such exclusive or at least partially exclusive politics may lead to politi-
cal alienation of some groups and opens the political field for populism.9

In contrast, the Swiss electoral system integrates a large variety of positions and 
ideologies without losing governability. Due to proportional representation in the 
municipal and cantonal parliaments as well as the National Council, the demands of 
voters at the boundaries of the political spectrum are formulated more clearly and 
more perceptibly than in pure majority systems. As a result, it is easier for the politi-
cians who occupy the majority-elected positions to find good compromises, which 
are capable of winning a majority while incorporating marginal interests. Moreover, 
since governments in Switzerland generally consist of five to nine members and 
block voting is not prevalent (see Sect. 2), politicians from most important political 
strands are present in governments. All these factors help to limit political alienation, 
as all interests are included in the political process.

3.8  Fundamental Trust

Trust is an important ingredient for good politics. While trust of citizens in gov-
ernments is largely endogenous to the quality of politics, trust among governments 
is also influenced by institutional factors. In federal states, such as the US or Ger-
many, cooperation among states and municipalities (Brollo & Nannicini, 2012; Dell, 
2015) and between the different governmental levels (Durante & Gutierrez, 2015; 
Magontier et al., 2021) largely depends upon trust. Inter-governmental cooperation 
is affected by the degree of political homophily (Olson, 1965; Feiock, 2009) and 
typically, cooperation between jurisdictions is more difficult when their governments 
have different partisan backgrounds and pursue different ideologies. The same holds 
for the willingness of governments and citizens to support other jurisdictions via 
grants and fiscal equalization. The lack of trust might be one of the reasons why most 
grant and fiscal equalization schemes do not rely on unconditional transfers (which 

9  For instance, the “Alternative for Germany”, a right-wing populist party, could attract many voters who 
were dissatisfied with, and felt alienated from, German democracy, because they felt that their ‘voice’ was 
excluded from being heard in the process (Hansen & Olsen, 2019).
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are efficient from an economic point of view) but closely regulate how recipients may 
spend their money.

By contrast, cooperation among Swiss multi-member majoritarian elected govern-
ments thrives, although there are large differences between cantons and municipalities 
with respect to language, size, tax levels, income, etc. If the cantons and municipali-
ties had ideologically different governments, the potential for conflict between the 
cantons, between the municipalities, and between the cantons and their municipali-
ties would be large. However, because governments tend to be broadly mixed along 
party lines and most members of the governments are politically moderate (as they 
are to be elected in multi-member majoritarian elections) the ideological differences 
between the various cantonal and municipal governments are small, and their goals 
and policies are similar. This fosters trust between governments and citizens of the 
various jurisdictions, as well as their willingness to cooperate with, and assist other 
jurisdictions via fiscal equalization (Pickard, 2020).

4  Conclusion

Democratic politics suffers from many diseases, for instance, narrow perspectives, 
overconcentration of power, short-termism, negative campaigning, and lack of trust 
in and between governments. From a political economy perspective, the extent of 
these diseases is heavily influenced by the prevailing political institutions. Therefore, 
we have taken a closer look at Switzerland, which seems to be less affected by these 
political diseases than many other countries. While there is extensive literature on 
Swiss political institutions, it focuses mostly on direct democracy and federalism. We 
argue that there is a third, so far often neglected, set of institutionalized rules, which 
provides beneficial incentives to the political actors and helps to mitigate some of the 
aforementioned political diseases: Switzerland’s electoral system.

The Swiss electoral system is characterized by a combination of proportional rep-
resentation and strong majoritarian features. The two electoral rules co-exist at all 
government levels. At the federal level, proportional representation is used for the 
large lower chamber (National Council) and the majority rule for the small upper 
chamber (Council of States). At the cantonal and municipal level, the electorate elects 
not only parliamentarians but also all members of governments. While parliamentar-
ians are mainly elected by proportional representation, most members of govern-
ments are elected by majority vote in multi-member districts at large. In general, 
majoritarian elections are used for the offices that are especially attractive to ambi-
tious politicians.

This specific combination of proportional representation and majoritarian elec-
tions has far-reaching implications for the behavior of politicians, parties, and vot-
ers. The widespread use of proportional representation supports the inclusion of a 
large variety of ideological positions into politics and results in a multi-party system. 
The majoritarian elections in multi-member districts provide incentives to the rela-
tively ambitious politicians to take moderate positions in the middle of the political 
spectrum. The interplay of a multi-party system and majoritarian elections in multi-
member districts results in most governments consisting of members of all larger 
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parties from both sides of the political spectrum, a phenomenon which is also called 
“concordance.” On the whole, the Swiss system combines broad representation and 
governability in ways that mitigate many of the political diseases which may become 
subversive for constitutional democracy over the long haul.

From an international perspective, multi-member majoritarian elections in the 
context of a multi-party system are a largely neglected option to increase the effec-
tiveness of governance. Notably, this political institution can be easily implemented 
if there exist already a multi-party environment and direct elections by the citizens 
of the head of governments, such as in municipalities in Germany, Italy, and many 
other countries. There, the election of the mayors (with a majority or plurality rule) 
could be substituted by the election of a decent number of government members 
with the multi-member majority rule. To implement multi-member majoritarian elec-
tions is therefore not only simple and cheap but could be easily tested in a sample 
of local jurisdictions. Finally, it is probably less frightening to politicians than direct 
democracy and federalism, the other two Swiss recipes. Therefore, we recommend 
multi-member majority elections to be admitted into the toolbox of good governance.
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