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Abstract1 
 
Among the many factors that crucially 
shape democracies, electoral design 
holds a special fascination for both 
scholars and practitioners. The third 
“wave” of democratisation has spurred 
new interest on electoral engineering as 
closely related to issues of effective 
democratic design. Yet, a substantial 
body of the literature warns that 
miracles hardly follow from the change 
of the electoral system and it is but one 
of the factors that bears on the electoral 
results. This article subscribes to the 
body of literature, which questions 
whether electoral models can work in 
the same way in the new post-
communist settings as in the old ones. 
The analyses draws on the case of 
Albania, which since the very beginning 
of the transition has borrowed almost 
by letter Germany’s successful post-war 
mixed system. In order to analyse the 
working of the new electoral design in 
operational detail, the article focuses 
on the 2005 parliamentary poll. The 
article suggests that the Albanian 
elections have failed to reproduce the 

                                                
1 I am very grateful to Prof. Philippe Schmitter for 
reading and commenting on early versions of this 
paper. The comments of two anonymous 
reviewers were also very helpful to give the paper 
the final shape it has now.  

promised qualities of the original 
system mainly due to a plethora of 
electoral rules outside of the contours 
of the system itself and the application 
of parties’ tactical strategies that 
ultimately worked to circumvent the 
spirit of the system.  The article puts 
forth that electoral studies need pay 
more attention to the plethora of broad 
rules as well as the corrupt or semi-
corrupt practices that infiltrate the 
process at various points when 
considering the consequences of 
systemic configurations to particular 
countries.  
 
Introduction 
 
The end of the Cold War and the global 
spread of democracy in various regions 
of the world have spurred a wave of 
institution building and related concerns 
on the best bespoke models for 
transition and consolidating “third 
wave” democracies.2 Among those, 
electoral system design holds a special 
fascination for scholars, practitioners 
and the many agencies involved in 
various forms of democracy promotion 
activities. The common assumption is 
that the institutional structure in 
general, and particularly the electoral 
system, can be changed relatively 
quickly, usually amending the electoral 
law or occasionally the constitution. 
Most importantly, the electoral choices 

                                                
2 Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave: 
Democratisation in the Late Twentieth Century 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991) 
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are commonly regarded as some of the 
most basic structures with crucial 
consequences for the political system. 
The available options were until lately 
confined to two broad models –
majoritarian and proportional- both 
involving a set of pros and cons. The 
last two decades have signalled the 
emergence of compromised mixed 
models combining both principles and 
hence promising to offer the best of 
both worlds. The successful example of 
post-war Germany, for a long time the 
only example of mixed systems, was an 
inspiring model that had indeed 
delivered on the promise to temper the 
biases of pure models. Mixed systems 
proved to be popular also with new 
post-communist reformers looking for 
the best models to shape the new 
democracies  
 
Yet, a substantial part of the literature 
on electoral design also warns that the 
electoral system is but one of the factors 
to bear on the electoral results and the 
broader consequences for the political 
system. The outcome of the elections 
ultimately reflects the interaction 
between electoral rules and the general 
socio-political context rather than rules 
alone. One should also distinguish 
between the crucial components of the 
electoral system and the plethora of the 
electoral rules that regulate various 
stages of the process from distribution 
of the polling places to the 
announcement of results. Hence, 
despite the accumulated evidence that 
certain systems are associated with 
certain results, the same electoral 
systems might not work in the same 

way in different countries or time 
periods. New competitive environments 
are expected to be particularly 
susceptible to the influence of electoral 
design given the transitory nature of the 
overall political context.  
 
This article subscribes to the body of 
literature which questions whether and 
why electoral models work differently 
in the new setting they are transplanted 
to. More particularly, it aims to explore 
the many ways the transitory settings 
can mediate the functioning of electoral 
systems and work to produce different 
results. The analysis draws on the case 
of Albania, which has borrowed almost 
by letter the German variation of a 
mixed system. Its rather troubled 
democratisation experience qualifies the 
country as one of the most suspicious 
transitory “contexts” to be shaped by 
institutional design. It can thus be seen 
as a critical case study3 for testing 
assumptions on the working of electoral 
systems in transition contexts. The 
study focuses on the 2005 poll, but also 
uses some data from the previous 
contests. The article is organised in 
three parts. First, it  reviews the 
literature on electoral design and the 
comparative appeal of mixed member 
models. Second, it explores electoral 
choices in the post-communist Albania. 
Third, it analyses whether the Albanian 
mixed member electoral system has 
replicated its promised benefits in the 
case of 2005 parliamentary poll. The 
analysis delves into the complex body 
                                                
3 Robert Yin, Case Study Research: Design and 
Methods (second edition) (London: Sage 
Publications, 1994), 38. 
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of electoral rules and outright strategies 
that have ultimately distorted the 
working of the system. The article 
finally points at how the Albanian 
relevant actors have progressively 
learned to manoeuvre with the system 
and put its main attributes into question.  
 
I. Electoral Design and 
Democratizations 
 
The end of the Cold War and the global 
spread of democracy in various regions 
of the world including Latin America, 
Eastern Europe, Asia and Africa have 
created new opportunities and high 
expectations for political development. 
The flowering of transition and 
consolidating “third wave” democracies 
during the 80’s and 90’s has spurred a 
wave of institution building. Among the 
many factors that shape the character 
and viability of democracy, electoral 
system design holds a special 
fascination for democratic scholars, 
practitioners and the many international 
agencies involved with democracy 
promotion activities. In fact, there is no 
dispute that the last decades have 
witnessed growing interest in “electoral 
engineering” as a phenomenon closely 
related to issues of effective democratic 
design and its rising importance in the 
political agenda. David Farrell, for 
example, suggests that, “electoral 
systems are worth examining because 
they have become politically 
interesting. With the process of 
democratisation, important decisions 
had to be taken on which electoral 
systems to adopt in the fledging 

representative democracies.”4 
 
Most of the factors that facilitate 
democratisation, be it political culture, 
active civil society, effective state and 
relatively developed economy among 
others change only slowly, while the 
institutional architecture of a country 
can be changed relatively quickly 
through amending the constitution or 
adopting a new one. Similarly, electoral 
systems can be changed with a stroke of 
pen. As Diamond and Plattner put it, 
“among the many structural and 
historical variables that affect 
democracy, few are more open to rapid 
and intentionally designed change than 
the electoral system.”5 Moreover, 
electoral systems are commonly 
regarded as some of the most basic 
structures, from which much else 
follows. In addition to being a minimal 
condition for democracy, elections 
provide regular opportunities for the 
public to select its representatives, to 
hold government into account and to 
kick out rascals when necessary. In 
short, electoral design can influence, at 
least in part, some fundamental 
questions about the functioning of 
political systems and has a decisive 
influence on the success or not of 
political reform.6 

                                                
4 David Farrell, Electoral Systems: A 
Comparative Introduction (Hampshire and New 
York: Palgrave, 2001), 2. 
5 Larry Diamond and Marc Plattner, 
“Introduction,” in Electoral System and 
Democracy, eds. Larry Diamond and Marc 
Plattner (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006), ix.  
6 Sarah Birch, Electoral Systems and Political 
Transformation in Post- Communist Europe 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 3, No. 1 
 

  75

1.1 The Menu of Choices and Criteria 
for Design 
 
Debates about electoral design have 
largely evolved around the practical 
options, bewildering trade-offs and the 
desirability of particular choices for 
respective countries. The general 
consensus in the literature is that there 
are no “perfect” bespoke systems that 
fit every society. Most choices require 
trade-offs among desirable policy goals. 
As a study of electoral design puts it, 
“the trick in choosing (or reforming) an 
electoral system is to prioritise which 
criteria are most important and then 
assess which electoral system, or 
combination of systems, best maximises 
these choices.”7 One of the leading 
theorists of democratic institutions, 
Donald Horowits further warns that 
“each electoral system contains a 
different array of biases [ ] and those 
who decide among such systems can 
choose, in effect, to prefer a set of 
biases over another. And to prefer one 
over another is to make a policy 
choice.”8  
 
The available options evolve around a 
set of components that can be combined 
in different ways: the size of the 
representative body; the district 

                                                     
(Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2003), 3.  
7 Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly, The 
International IDEA Handbook of Electoral 
Design (Stockholm: International IDEA, 1997), 9. 
8 Donald Horowitz, “A Primer for Decision 
Makers,” in Electoral System and Democracy, 
eds. Larry Diamond and Marc Plattner 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2006), 3. 

magnitude (the number of 
representatives elected per district); the 
electoral formula (how votes are 
counted to allocate seats); and the 
threshold.9 The ballot structure, 
categorical or ordinal, can be another 
distinguishing feature. The systems 
resulting from the combination of these 
components can vary enormously. As 
Farrell has noted, “the world of the 
electoral systems is crowded and 
complex: one country’s electoral 
system is never the same as another.”10 
However, electoral systems are 
commonly divided in two broad 
categories, majoritarian and 
proportional. Majoritarian systems 
usually employ single member districts 
(SMD) where candidates are elected 
with plurality rule (or sometimes a two 
round majority formula) and tend to 
give greater representation to the parties 
that receive most votes. Proportional 
Representation (PR) systems, instead, 
employ multi-member districts 
distributed through party lists and tend 
to produce multiple party 
representation. Although the effects of 
real life systems are usually located 
somewhere between fully proportional 
and highly disproportional, the electoral 
design tends to focus either on a 
“plurality principle” or “proportional 
principle.”11  

                                                
9 Arend Lijphart, Electoral Systems and Party 
Systems: A Study of Twenty-Seven Democracies, 
1945 -1990 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 10-12. 
10 Farrell, Electoral Systems, 4. 
11 Dieter Nohlen, “Two Incompatible Principles 
of Representation,” in Choosing an Electoral 
System: Issues and Alternatives, eds. Arendt 
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Each of those ideal types has been 
associated with a set of pros and cons. 
The majoritarian systems have many 
points to sell: they are easy to 
understand; tend to create stable 
governments; and enable constituency 
representation.12 But, even their 
advocates admit that majoritarian 
systems penalise smaller parties with 
nationally dispersed support and tend to 
create manufactured majorities, which 
can steamroll their policies without the 
need for consultation and compromise 
with other parties. By contrast, PR 
systems are superior to limit and share 
political power while featuring multiple 
parties and creating coalition 
governments.13 The PR systems can, 
thus, be a key device for structuring 
consensual models of democracy, 
which can arguably better suit transition 
democracies and deeply divided 
societies.14 The list systems have 
proved to be popular with many 
political reformers also because they 
give control to party headquarters to 
decide who will be included in the lists 
and provide leaders with safe chances 
to get elected. Yet, the PR systems are 
also criticised especially for lacking 
constituency representation, giving 
disproportionate power to minor parties 

                                                     
Lijphart and Bernard Grofman (New York: 
Praeger, 1984). 
12 Farell, Electoral Systems, 20. 
13 Arend Lijphart, “Constitutional Choices for 
New Democracies,” Journal of Democracy, 1991 
(2). 
14 Arend Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: 
Government Forms and Performance in 36 
Countries, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999). 

and sometimes breeding indecisive 
electoral outcomes and unstable 
regimes.15 
 
1.2 On the Popularity and Benefits of 
Mixed Member Systems  
 
For a long time, the field of electoral 
research was stagnant to analyse and 
contrast the two ideal models. The 
general worldwide phenomenon of 
democratisation and recent reforms of 
some of the established democracies 
(New Zealand, Italy and Japan) have 
contributed to add a new model to the 
electoral mapping - mixed-member 
(MM) systems. There is almost no 
dispute that the 90s have witnessed 
what can best be described an explosion 
of mixed systems and they are much in 
fashion at the beginning of the 21st 
century.16  
 
MM systems are all multiple-tier 
systems with the specific proviso that 
one tier entails nominal allocation of 
seats and the other by lists.17 The 
nominal tier usually consists of SMDs 
where votes are cast for party 
candidates and seats are allocated to the 
one receiving the majority of votes. The 
list tier typically consists of closed lists 
where votes are cast for a party and 

                                                
15 Pippa Norris, Electoral Engineering: Voting 
Rules and Political Behaviour (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 76. 
16 Mattheu Shugart and Martin Wattenberg, 
“Introduction: The Electoral Reform of the 21st 
Century?” in Mixed Member Electoral Systems: 
The Best of Both Worlds? eds. Mattheu Shugart 
and Martin Wattenberg (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 1-2. 
17 Shugart and Wattenberg, “Introduction,” 10. 
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seats are allocated to candidates that are 
ranked prior to the elections by parties 
themselves. Although they merge 
majoritarian and proportional 
principles, MM varieties tend to lean 
towards one or another in their overall 
effects.18 Accordingly, they qualify as 
either mixed member majoritarian 
(MMM) or mixed member proportional 
(MMP). The first consist of parallel 
(unlinked) tiers and tend to prioritise 
the principle of majoritarian systems to 
reward a large party. The second 
consists of linked tiers and tend to 
produce proportional results. 
Democratic designers can control these 
features and outcomes by choosing 
among a range of devices – the type of 
votes for each tier; the linkage between 
tiers; the percentage of seats in each 
tier; the magnitude of each tier; the 
formula; the threshold; and how the 
system deals with cases when a party’s 
nominal seats exceed its total 
proportional entitlement.19   
 
Many believe that MM systems proved 
to be popular in the last decades 
because they offer a wide array of 
combinations. Most importantly, by 
mixing majoritarian and proportional 
principles in one system, they provide a 
panacea to the failure of pure systems. 
As Diamond and Plattner assess,  
 

“the mixed system is growing in 
appeal, in part because it provides 
for some degree of proportionality 
while tempering PR’s tendency to 
party fragmentation, and in part 

                                                
18 Ibid, 13. 
19 Ibid, 18-23. 

because it enables countries to get 
some of the fairness and inclusion 
of PR along with some of the 
direct accountability to territorial 
constituencies that comes [ ] with 
SMDs.”20  

 
MM systems also reduce the range of 
trade-offs involved with one choice or 
another. The successful example of 
post-war Germany, for a long time the 
only example of a mixed system, holds 
at least part testimony of its 
achievements in terms of ensuring both 
individualised representation and 
proportionality, while enabling a 
relatively stable bi-polar party system 
as well as coalition governments.21 
Shugart and Wattenberg’s comparative 
study of mixed systems have founded 
ample evidence to conclude that these 
systems have indeed delivered on the 
promise of offering the best of both 
worlds –proportional representation of 
small parties, aggregation of parties into 
two broad blocks, local accountability 
and promotion of parties of national 
scope.22 Another theme underlying 
most studies of mixed systems is that 
they commonly emerge out of political 

                                                
20 Diamond and Plattner, “Introduction,” xii. 
21 Dieter Klingemann and Bernhard Wessels, 
“The Political Consequences of Germany’s 
Mixed-Member System: Personalisation at the 
Grass Roots,” in Mixed Member Electoral 
Systems: The Best of Both Worlds? eds. Mattheu 
Shugart and Martin Wattenberg (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 279-297. 
22 Mathew Shugart and Martin Wattenberg, 
“Conclusion: Are the Mixed-Member Systems the 
Best of Both Worlds?” in Mixed Member 
Electoral Systems: The Best of Both Worlds? eds. 
Mattheu Shugart and Martin Wattenberg (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 587-592. 
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compromises and therefore tend to 
foster a consensual type of decision-
making. As Shugart and Wattenberg 
volume has found, “MM systems, in 
their myriad variations, offer especially 
fertile terrain for political bargaining. [ ] 
Most MM systems did not emerge as 
the experts’ pick, but rather as a product 
of negotiation among parties with 
diverse preferences.”23 It is noteworthy 
to note that mixed systems proved 
popular with post-communist reformers 
because they seemed to be a sensible 
way of hedging bets under very volatile 
conditions when parties and leaders did 
not know their fortunes under new rules 
of competition.24   
 
1.3 A Cautious Note on the Electoral 
Models and Transition Contexts  
Although the electoral choices can 
shape important features of the political 
system, they are hardly the only factor 
to bear on the electoral results. As 
Horowitz warns, electoral systems [] 
are only one small part of the forces 
affecting the total constellation of 
behaviour []. Miracles do not follow 
from changes of electoral systems.”25 
One must distinguish between the 
electoral system and a plethora of 
electoral laws that might impact on 
electoral results. The body of rules that 
govern the conduct of elections range 
from the calling of elections, to the 
stages of candidate nomination, party 
campaigning, and right up to the stage 
of counting votes and announcing the 
results. They also regulate a plethora of 
                                                
23 Shugart and Wattenberg, “Conclusion,” 578. 
24 Birch, Electoral Systems, 32. 
25 Horowitz, “A Primer,” 4. 

administrative aspects. ODIHR’s 
assessment of elections, for example, 
takes into account a comprehensive list 
of rules -the election administration; 
party, candidate and voters’ 
registration; the electoral campaign and 
media environment; the complaints and 
appeals process; voting, counting, 
tabulation; and the announcement of the 
results.26  
 
The electoral outcomes do also reflect 
the interaction between electoral rules 
and country specific factors that make 
up the general socio-political context. 
The International IDEA handbook 
outlines a comprehensive list of factors 
when assessing that, 
 

“ [ ] the effects of a certain system 
type depend to a large extent upon 
the socio-political context in which 
it is used. Electoral system 
consequences depend upon factors 
such as how a society is structured 
in terms of  ideological, religious, 
ethnic, racial, regional, linguistic 
or class divisions; whether the 
country is an established 
democracy, a transitional 
democracy, or a new democracy; 
whether there is an established 
party system; whether parties are 
embryonic and unformed, and how 
many serious parties there are; and 
whether a particular party’s 
supporters are geographically 
concentrated together or 

                                                
26 ODIHR, Election Observation Handbook; 
available at: http://www.osce.org/odihr-
elections/17783.html, last accessed on 14 
February 2008. 
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dispersed.”27 
 
New competitive environments are 
expected to be particularly susceptible 
to the influence of institutional design, 
especially when democratisation 
involves the establishment of new party 
systems. Post-communist contexts are 
similarly less prone to quick 
“engineering” because communism left 
in its wake a complex situation where 
the state, parties, constituents and the 
relations between them had to be 
reformed along new lines. Moreover, 
political parties in the region were 
brought into being by transition 
circumstances, which made the party 
systems in general both weak and 
instable.28 One can also add the 
purposeful corrupt or semi-corrupt 
practices that infiltrate the process at 
various points and create their share of 
problems in transition countries.29  Not 
surprisingly, studies of post-communist 
electoral design often assume that “the 
only thing that can be predicted with 
certainty about the export of elections is 
that an electoral system will not work in 
the same way in its new setting as in its 
old.”30  

                                                
27 Reynolds and Reilly, The International IDEA 
,8. 
28 Jon Elster, Claus Offe, and Ulrich Preuss, 
Institutional Design in Post- Communist 
Societies: Rebuilding the Ship at Sea (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 132.  
29 Sarah Birch, Elections and Democratisation in 
Contemporary Ukraine (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2000), 14. 
30 Sarah Birch, Frances Millard, Marina Popescu 
and Kieran Williams, Embodying Democracy: 
Electoral System Design in Post-Communist 
Europe, (Hampshire and London: Palgrave: 
Macmillan, 2002), 13. 

 
II. The Vicissitudes of Electoral 
System in Post-Communist Albania 
 
Albanian history of democratic 
elections from their launch in 1992 fits 
well to the expectation that the electoral 
system is adopted during extraordinary 
periods of politics and it is rather 
“sticky”. 31 After adopting a new MMP 
system with general political consensus 
at the very beginning of regime change, 
the Albanian parties experimented with 
more majoritarian elements in the 1996 
and 1997 polls but already by 1998 they 
chose to return to the system that 
enabled the first free and fair elections 
of March 1992.32  
 
At the outset, the electoral system was 
negotiated among the main political 
parties, following the total failure of ex-
communists to run the country after 
winning the first competitive elections 
held under a pure majoritarian system 
in March 1991. The widespread mass 
protests and general dissatisfaction with 
former communists ruling after the 
1991 elections, was a clear sign of 
communists plummeting vote while in 
office. The parliamentary negotiations 
for a new electoral system were held, 
just one month before the fresh 

                                                
31 Dieter Nohlen, “Changes and Choices in 
Electoral Systems,” in Choosing Electoral 
System: Issues and Alternatives, eds. Arend 
Lijphart and Bernard Grofman (New York: 
Praeger Publishers, 1984), 218.   
32 Arolda Elbasani, “The Impact of EU 
Conditionality Upon Democratisation: Comparing 
Electoral Competition and Civil Service Reforms 
in Albania,” (PHD Dissertation, European 
University Institute, 2007), Chap. 6.  
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elections of March 1992, in very 
particular circumstances when the ex-
communists were unable to govern and 
therefore open to the requests and 
pressures of the newly born Democratic 
forces that controlled popular 
movements. Both sides, ex-communists 
now under the name of Social Party 
(SP) and newly democratizing forces 
coming under the ban of Democratic 
Party (DP) had totally different 
preferences. Former communists were 
aware of their decreasing popularity 
after the breakdown of the communist 
regime and rightly believed that the 
proportional system would better 
represent their scattered support in the 
country. Most importantly, it would 
ensure the Party’s main leaders, some 
of whom discredited former 
communists, would safely enter the 
parliament through party lists.33 The 
new Democratic movement, which had 
criticised the majority system of the 
previous year, now believed that it 
could better translate its growing 
support into more legislative seats. The 
MMP system was founded as a 
compromised solution between the two 
conflicting positions and 
accommodated both sides’ preferences. 
Moreover, the draft law owed much to 
the OSCE and CoE experts’ advice.34   
 
The 1992 elections were, in fact, the 
only ones in the history of Albanian 
elections to date which were widely 

                                                
33 Elez Biberaj, Shqiperia ne Tranzicion (Albania 
in Transition)  (Tirane: Ora Botime, 2000), 161. 
34 Ibid., 202. 

accepted as free and fair.35 They 
enabled a smooth rotation of power 
from the former communist to the 
newly created DP, which as expected 
won 90 out of a total 100 SMDs and 
two more seats from the compensatory 
lists, altogether 65% of seats with 62% 
of national votes. The former 
communists, the Socialist Party (SP), 
just as they feared, got only 6 SMDs 
and an additional 32 list seats, which 
corresponded to 27% of total seats with 
25% of national vote. Other two small 
parties got altogether 8 seats from the 
compensatory lists. The new system 
thus provided for a fair proportional 
representation, while limiting the 
proliferation of the votes - only four out 
of eleven registered parties could make 
it in the parliament and the predominant 
majority of votes went for the two main 
parties.  Latter on, the winning DP, 
confident on its newfound majority 
status tried to unilaterally change the 
system towards a  MMM system – it 
increased the weight of SMDs and 
shifted to a parallel system of voting -, 
which was in part responsible for the 
heavily criticised and contested polls of 
June 1996 and June 1997.36   
 
2.1 The Constitutionally Entrenched 
Electoral System  
 
When it came to drafting a new 
                                                
35 Blendi Kajsiu, Aldo Bumci and Albert Rakipi, 
Albania –A Weak Democracy a Weak State: 
Report on the State of Democracy in Albania 
(Tirana: Albanian Institute for International 
Studies, 2002). 
36 Miranda Vickers and James Pettifer, Albania 
from Anarchy to a Balkan Identity (London: Hurst 
and Company, 2000). 
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constitution, following the chaotic 
political and economic crisis of 1997 
and rising concerns with institutional 
building as the missing element of the 
Albanian transition, the Albanian 
relevant actors chose to return to the 
system adopted on the eve of the first 
real competitive elections in 1992. They 
also chose to make it difficult to change 
by sanctioning the main components of 
the system in the new post –communist 
constitution.  
 
The 1998 constitution was designed 
amidst of tense political bickering 
between the two main parties. The 
drafting process excluded the DP 
opposition altogether, but it also 
benefited from several legitimising 
devices. First, the constitution was 
designed in cooperation with various 
international actors and profited from 
their positive evaluation. The final text 
owes a lot to the international expertise 
offered mainly, but not only, by the 
Council of Europe’s Venice 
Commission.  In addition, a tri-
parliamentary mission from the OSCE 
Parliamentary Assembly, the Council of 
Europe Parliamentary Assembly and 
the European Parliament, was assigned 
to provide political support to the 
process.37 The Albanian authorities 
were keen to acknowledge the 
international assistance and emphasise 
the positive international comments as a 
source of legitimacy. The text of the 

                                                
37 ODIHR, The Republic of Albania: Referendum 
on the Constitution, 22 November 1998 (Warsaw: 
February 1999) 6; available at: 
http://www.osce.org/odihr-elections/14384.html, 
last accessed on 15 February 2008. 

constitution was distributed to the 
public together with an explanatory 
text, including a statement from the 
Venice Commission assessing that the 
constitution was “in full agreement with 
the European democratic standards.”38 
In addition, the drafting commission 
had worked in close cooperation with a 
Centre for Coordination of Assistance 
and Public Participation, sponsored and 
organised by OSCE, with the main task 
to assemble public and expert opinion 
on the draft proposals. The centre had 
organised several open debates on the 
constitution, which make it possible to 
assert that the drafting commission had 
widely consulted the public.39 Finally, 
the Albanians were given the possibility 
to say their last word in a national 
referendum that recorded a 90% ‘yes’ 
among the votes cast.40 Most 
importantly for the legitimacy of the 
electoral system included in the 
constitution, all of its elements, except 
for the slightly changed threshold, were 
borrowed from the electoral system 
adopted with general political 
consensus back in 1992.  
 
The 1998 constitution guaranteed that 
governance was to be based on a system 
of “free, general and periodic elections” 
(first part, article 1). Article 64 of the 
constitution set the main architecture of 
the electoral system -the number of 
parliamentary deputes was fixed to 140; 

                                                
38 Albanian Centre for Coordination of Assistance 
and Public Participation, Albanian Constitution 
and Explanatory Materials, (Tirana: 13 December 
1998), 5. 
39 Ibid., 5. 
40 ODIHR, The Republic of Albania, 5. 
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of those, 100 or 71% of the seats were 
to be distributed through SMDs; the 
remainder of 40 seats (29%) were to be 
distributed through closed party or 
coalition’ lists according to the order of 
names furnished by each party; the list 
seats were to be distributed among the 
parties and coalitions that had obtained 
at least 2.5% and 4% of the valid votes, 
respectively. The constitution also 
specified that the total number of a 
party or coalition’ seats should be “to 
the closest possible extent, proportional 
to the valid votes won by them in the 
first round on the national scale.” The 
provision on the proportionality 
between a party’s national votes and 
seats alluded to the use of a MMP 
system, whereas the list seats were 
intended to compensate for the dis-
proportionality that often arises 
between a party’s total national votes 
and SMD seats.41 Article 68 specified 
the need for adopting an electoral code 
to regulate “the registration of 
candidates, the organisation and 
administration of election, the 
establishment of electoral zones and the 
conditions for their validation.”42 The 
constitution also envisaged the creation 
of a permanent Central Election 
Commission (CEC) responsible to 
“oversee, direct and verify all the 
aspects that have to do with election 
and referendums and to announce their 
results.”43 
 

                                                
41 Reynolds and Reilly, The International IDEA, 
74. 
42 Albanian Centre for Coordination of Assistance 
and Public Participation, Albanian Constitution. 
43 Ibid., Art. 48. 

2.2 The Promised Benefits of the 
Electoral System 
 
The MMP system, thus adopted, 
borrows most of its elements from the 
German system.44 It similarly aims to 
produce proportional results, which was 
actually explicitly stated in the 
constitution. To this aim, the list seats 
were related to the SMD layer and were 
intended to compensate for the dis-
proportionality that surfaced from the 
SMDs voting. The adopted system, 
thus, shared both the proportionality 
benefits of PR systems, while also 
ensuring that voters had constituency 
representation. The voters were also 
given the benefit of two votes, one for 
the party and one for their local MP.  
 
Some self-interested actors might have 
preferred the PR system because of the 
uncertainty inherent in the SMDs, 
which reward only the first candidate. 
However, we might interpret the 
transition period when the system was 
first adopted as akin to Rawls’ veil of 
uncertainty and hypothesize that under 
such conditions of uncertainty many 
self-interested Albanian actors that had 
no experience with competitive 
elections preferred a system that was 
fair to all actors in general: faithful to 
the votes they received, more inclusive 
and better representative. As a matter of 
fact, the MMP system in Albania was 
chosen with wide political consensus at 
the very beginning of the transition and 
in the midst of uncertainty about the 

                                                
44 Reynolds and Reilly, The International IDEA, 
74-78. 
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electoral outcomes it would produce. 
Therefore, we can assume that, at least 
initially, the system was chosen because 
of the parties’ common perception on 
its fairness and benefits.   
 
III. Electoral System, Instable Rules 
and Circumventing Strategies 
 
The poll of 3 July 2005 was the sixth in 
the recent history of Albanian elections. 
They followed one and a half decades 
of experimenting with competitive 
elections, which were all together 
assessed as “failing to fully meet OSCE 
commitments and other international 
standards for democratic elections.”45 
As such, the 2005 poll was significant 
for tracing possible changes in the 
problematic pattern of electoral reform 
in the country. Moreover, they were the 
third elections after the ones in 1992 
and 2001 to be held under broadly the 
same electoral system, and therefore 
rather embedded in the political system 
in which they operated as political 
actors had all the time to learn about the 
electoral rules and outcomes. As Pippa 
Norris puts it “the first “founding” 
contests held under any revised rules 
may prove anomalous and unstable as 
citizens and parties learn the ropes, but 
their effects can be assessed more 
reliably after a decade of elections held 
under the revised arrangements.”46  
 
In addition, by the time of these 

                                                
45 ODIHR, Needs Assessment Mission Report, 12-
16 April. (Warshaw: April 2005), 6; available at: 
http://www.osce.org/odihr-elections/14376.html, 
last accessed on 15 February 2008. 
46 Norris, Electoral Engineering, 5. 

elections, the whole international 
community was mobilised around the 
significance of the free elections for the 
future of Albania’s weak democracy. 
The Freedom House Report, for 
example, suggested that, “after a series 
of elections that were continuously 
improving but did not qualify as 
completely free and fair, the 
international community made it clear 
that Albania’s EU integration will 
proceed only if the country can show 
that it can hold free and fair 
elections.”47 Did these elections meet 
the expectation that they needed be a 
path-breaking point for holding free and 
fair elections in the country? And most 
importantly, did these elections 
replicate the benefits of the MMP 
system as suggested by the experience 
of the very first competitive elections in 
1992 and also the common held 
assumption that the system offers the 
best of both worlds?  
 
3.1 Re-negotiated Rules and Issues 
 
The inclusion of the main attributes of 
the electoral system in the new 
constitution had certainly assured some 
stability for the “rules of the game”. In 
fact, for the first time the 2005 
parliamentary elections were conducted 
under the same system as the previous 
elections held in 2001. The system as 
described above contemplated an 
overall proportional distribution of 

                                                
47 Blendi Kajsiu, Nations in Transit. Country 
Report: Albania.  [Freedom House Reports] 
available at: 
http://www.freedomhouse.hu/pdfdocs/albania200
5.pdf, last accessed on 18 February 2008. 
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mandates: 140 parliamentary seats 
distributed through SMD contests 
(71%) and the rest through 
compensatory multi-name lists of 
parties or coalitions that received more 
than 2.5% or 4% of the national vote, 
respectively, in the first round of 
elections.  
 
Although the electoral system was not 
among the contested issues, the political 
actors persisted to quarrel over various 
electoral rules. They also resorted to 
modifying the electoral code until 
shortly before the elections. Similar to 
all the parliamentary elections this far, 
the 2005 elections were also held under 
a substantially amended electoral code, 
first adopted in June 2003 and 
subsequently amended in October 2004, 
January 2005 and finally April 2005, 
just two months before the July 2005 
elections.48 The amendments were 
adopted through a bi-partisan process 
including agreement at a first technical 
working group headed by the OSCE 
representatives in Albania; and voting 
in an ad hoc parliamentary committee 
co-chaired by the two main political 
parties, SP and DP. Most of the changes 
touched upon long-standing contentious 
issues in the Albanian elections.  
 
The first issue dominating the political 
agenda was the political balance of the 
CEC. The constitution had established 
that among its 7 members, 2 were 

                                                
48 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections, 3 July 2005 [final report] (Warshaw: 
November 2005); available at: 
http://www.osce.org/odihr-elections/14376.html   
last accessed on 15 February 2008. 

appointed by the assembly, two by the 
President, and three by the High 
Council of Justice. Despite the 
constitutional provisions, the 2003 
electoral code had given a substantial 
role to political parties with the result 
that the ruling party, the SP, dominated 
the CEC by controlling 5 out of its 7 
members.49 Since this domination had 
generated a lack of confidence during 
both the 2001 parliamentary poll and 
2003 local ones, the main opposition, 
the DP, demanded the ruling party to 
surrender one seat and reduce its 
control of the CEC. The OSCE finally 
brokered an agreement between the 
main parties whereby the SP agreed to 
give up one seat to the DP 
representatives. The agreement altered 
the “political balance” of the 
commission, but it failed to comply 
with the ODIHR recommendations for 
more professionalism and less 
politicisation within the CEC.50  The 
solution to the problem regarding the 
CEC membership showed that the 
political actors refused to make the leap 
forward towards an electoral 
administration free of political 
intervention and control. The 
negotiations were, in fact, first and 
foremost focused to balance CEC’s 
political representation rather than 
strengthening it as an independent 
institution in charge of implementing 
electoral law.  The same goes for the re-
organisation of the lower level election 

                                                
49 ODIHR, Needs Assessment, 10. 
50 ODIHR and Venice Commission, Joint 
Recommendations on the Electoral Law and 
Electoral Administration in Albania (Warsaw and 
Strasbourg: Novermber 2004), 6-9. 
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commissions, which were filled with 
party members and were largely subject 
to parties’ political control. ODIHR was 
indeed suspicious that “such privileges 
[would] enable parties, particularly the 
two larger ones, to exert a high degree 
of influence on the stability, 
professionalism, independence and 
impartiality of the election 
administration.”51  
 
The second prominent issue in the 
political agenda was the re-drawing of 
electoral constituencies. The zone 
boundaries inherited from the 2001 
elections were based on the figures of 
the 2000 voter lists which were 
considered both unreliable and 
permitting over-representation of 
Southern Albania at the expense of 
Northern and Central Albania. They 
were seen as favourable to the SP 
whose base of support is mostly in the 
South.52 After months of negotiations, 
at times quite acrimonious, both parties 
agreed to a solution whereby the South 
lost two zones, and one zone was added 
to Northern and Central Albania. The 
agreement reached in December 2004 
became the basis of a new law “on the 
establishment of the electoral zones”, 
which was finally adopted in March 
2005. The solution was again prised as 
an improvement over the past situation, 
but not fully respecting the 
requirements of the law.53  
 
The third main issue was creating 

                                                
51 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections, 6. 
52 ODIHR, Needs Assesment,  9. 
53 Ibid., 10. 

reliable voters’ lists, which had long 
been a source of controversy in the 
Albanian parliamentary and local polls. 
The opposition had raised well-founded 
accusations on the manipulation of 
voter lists during the previous local 
elections, which had further been 
transformed into a list of OSCE 
recommendations for the central 
authorities.54 The new legislation 
adopted between October 2004 and 
January 2005 reflected some sort of 
political agreement to improve the 
accuracy of the lists. Accordingly, the 
local government units would replace 
CEC as the main authority for 
compiling the voters’ lists on the basis 
of information from civil status books 
rather than voters registers. The central 
authorities of local government would 
be responsible for checking the final 
data.  The implementation of the new 
legislation implied both the overhaul of 
the civil registry, allocation of 
addresses for each citizen as well as the 
design of new computerised lists on the 
basis of the civil registries.55 The lack 
of a proper address system, the 
significant movement of the population, 
the lack of time and resources to 
accomplish the new tasks, and most 
importantly, the continued inaction of 
Albanian authorities were still listed 
among the reasons that most probably 
affected the very doubtful quality of the 
final lists.56  
 

                                                
54 ODIHR and Venice Commission, Joint 
Recommendations, 14-16. 
55 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections, 11. 
56 Ibid., 12. 
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3.2 Tactical Strategies to Circumvent 
the System   
 
Another crucial issue rating high among 
the items recommended by the OSCE 
reports was the simplification of the 
seats allocation formula as elaborated in 
the electoral code.57 The 2003 code 
facilitated the allocation of SMDs 
whereby the winner needed a simple 
rather than an absolute majority, thus 
removing the provisions for a second 
round of voting in the majoritarian 
elections. However, the code still 
remained complex regarding the 
allocation of proportional seats. Most 
problematically, it allowed parties to 
submit different party agreements for 
the re-ranking of the mandate recipients 
even after the casting of ballots.58 It also 
allowed the differentiation of votes, 
whereby each person had one vote for 
SMDs and one for the party lists. On 
the basis of these provisions, the 
political parties could use different 
strategies that enabled them to “distort 
the allocation of supplementary 
seats.”59 Although similar strategies had 
also been condemned back in 2001, the 
parties chose to keep unchanged the 
complex provisions regarding the 
allocation of the supplementary 
mandates. In fact, ODIHR made clear 
that the very complex legal framework  
“can serve as a basis for democratic 
elections if [it is] implemented in good 
faith by state authorities and political 

                                                
57 ODIHR and Venice Commission, Joint 
Recommendations, 17. 
58 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections, 5.   
59 Ibid. 

parties.”60 The OSCE would, thus, draw 
attention to the implementation stages 
and the necessity that political actors 
showed good will for respecting the 
rules and the spirit of the electoral 
system.  
 
Yet, the 2005 poll proved that, as feared 
by ODIHR, both main parties opted to 
use at their advantage the most 
vulnerable parts of the system. In these 
elections, Albanian parties tried and 
even improved some of the strategies 
that were used during the previous 
elections, but on a smaller scale.61 One 
should add that strategic voting is a 
common feature of MM systems and it 
builds in the incentives of the system 
itself. The possibility of distinct votes 
for the two tiers allows voters to 
diversify their vote -vote for one party 
in SMDs and, if they want, for a 
different party in list seats. According 
to Klingemann and Wessels, both well-
known students of the German MMP 
system, strategic voting raises from the 
possibility of voter’s ticket splitting 
between two parties that the voter 
would like to see form a government.62 
They also add that there are at least two 
conditions for calling ticket-splitting 
strategic voting: first, voters must know 
the coalition preferences of political 
parties, which can be safely assumed as 
most parties announce their coalition 
preferences long before the elections; 

                                                
60 Ibid. 
61 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections 24 June-19 August 2001 (Warshaw: 
October 2001) 
62 Klingemann and Wessels, “The Political 
Consequences,” 279-297. 
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and second, voters must take the 
coalition preferences into account and 
cast their votes accordingly, which is to 
say that they should give the nominal 
vote to a major party and the list vote to 
the smaller coalition partner. The 
possibility of strategic voting has been a 
concern also in the German elections 
especially when exploited with success 
by particular parties. Some researchers 
have even suggested that in a few 
elections, strategic voting “looked too 
much like blatant political manipulation 
to receive much support.”63 Yet, despite 
the distortions, the overall level of 
disproportionality between a party’s 
percentage of votes and seats in the 
German elections does not exceed –
3.8%.64 
 
Albanian Parties have relied on the 
same strategic ticket splitting, but taken 
to an extreme and with similarly 
extreme results of disproportionality. 
During the 2005 poll, these strategies 
were used by both main Parties and 
their small allies. Both the SP and DP, 
during the electoral campaign, asked 
their supporters to vote for their own 
party candidates in SMDs, and for their 
small coalition parties in list voting. 
Thus, the big parties could inflate their 
seats by including small coalition 
parties that could pass the threshold and 
profit from list seats only thanks to the 
votes of big party supporters. The 
results of the 2005 poll confirmed the 
wide-scale manoeuvres with list votes. 
The DP got 56 or 40% of SMDs but 

                                                
63 Farrel, Electoral Systems, 103. 
64 Ibid. 107. 

only 7.67 % of the national votes, 
which meant that most of the list votes 
had gone to its coalition parties that 
would most probably would not have 
made it into the parliament without big 
party’s voters. The coalition of 7 small 
parties close to the DP, got 33.46% of 
national votes and 18 supplementary 
mandates, although none of the small 
parties could get any SMDs.  Similarly, 
the SP came second receiving 42 or 
30% of SMD mandates, but only 8.89% 
of the national votes, which gave it no 
supplementary seats as well.65 The SP 
allies, 5 small parties, profited another 
18 supplementary seats, although they 
could not get any SMDs either. The DP 
could thus get 32% more seats than 
votes and the SP 21% more. The 
significant difference between each 
party’s seats and respective national 
votes clearly contradicted the 
constitutionally set principle that “the 
total number of deputies for a party 
should be to the closest possible extent 
proportional to the votes won by them 
on the national scale”.  
 
In addition to strategic voting, the 
different parties seemed to have used 
the complexity of the system to 
fabricate more seats at the expense of 
the legal framework. The coalition of 
parties near to the DP, had included in 
its list 30 DP members although the DP 
had its own separate list. Furthermore, 
both the SP and the DP in SMDs had 
registered members of the allied parties 
under their own ban.66 Thus, parties’ 
                                                
65 ODIHR, Republic of Albania: Parliamentary 
Elections, 30. 
66 Ibid., 10. 
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schemes, in addition to distorting the 
principle of proportionality made it 
difficult to differentiate between 
different parties’ seats in the parliament 
and resulted in fewer mandates for the 
parties, which did not engage in similar 
strategies.67 It also made possible for 
small parties to enter the parliament 
without matching support and get 
disproportional power in the subsequent 
parliament and coalition government, 
which disrupted at least in part, the 
mixed member system claim to a clear 
line of government accountability and 
effectiveness.  
 
Similar strategies, which were utilised 
by the SP back in 2001, were assessed 
as “attempts to deliberately circumvent 
the objective of proportionality by 
testing the law beyond acceptable limits 
without actually violating the letter of 
the electoral code.”68 Whereas during 
the 2001 elections these strategies were 
only blamed on the ruling party, the SP, 
during the 2005 poll, both main parties 
and their small allies engaged in tactic-
voting strategies. Furthermore, the use 
of the strategies was not limited in one 
zone alone as in 2001, but it was 
applied on a nation-wide scale. The 
engagement of both main parties and 
the better coordination of these 
strategies at a national level fitted well 
to the fears of an Albanian analyst for 
“improved manipulations”69 In fact, the 
results showed that the two main parties 
had improved their strategies to 
circumvent the system in their favour, 
                                                
67 Ibid., 5; 8. 
68 ODIHR, Needs Assesment, 7. 
69 Prec Zogaj, Finalja (Tirane: Dita, 2004), 336.  

to the extent that the same system had 
produced increasingly more seats than 
votes for them. When the same system 
was used in 1992, the difference 
between the percentage of seats and 
total national votes was 2% for the SP 
and 3% for the DP. In 2001 the same 
difference was 11% for the SP and – 
4% for the DP. In 2005 the difference 
was as high as 32% for the DP and 21% 
for the SP.70  
 
Conclusions  
 
The analysis of the 2005 parliamentary 
shows that the MMP system, which 
borrows most of its elements from the 
German system, has failed to reproduce 
the main attributes it is praised for, both 
proportionality and individual 
representativeness. Those elections can 
be remembered as “the case”, among 
MMP systems adopted so far, for 
failing to deliver on its expectations and 
produce highly dis-proportional results 
when comparing party’s seats with their 
respective national votes. Moreover, 
rates of disproportionality have 
obviously increased when compared 
with the previous polls held under the 
same electoral system, mainly due to 
the main political parties improvement 
of tactical strategies worked out to 
increase their number of seats.  
 
The article puts forward that the 
distortion of the main attributes of the 
system was made possible by a range of 
rules outside of the electoral system that 
have allowed wide political discretion 
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for parties to play out according to their 
narrow political interest and increase 
their number of seats. In addition, the 
irregularities regarding zone boundaries 
and voters’ list, when coupled with the 
authorities’ inaction to improve the 
situation have certainly influenced the 
fairness of these elections, although it is 
hard to establish whether they have 
directly contributed to the electoral 
results. Most importantly, tactical 
voting, which is an inherent feature of 
the mixed systems and has been 
explored also in other countries as a 
way to increase party’s seats, in the 
case of Albania has informed electoral 
strategies that have ultimately worked 
to circumvent the spirit of the system. 
The analysis of 2005 poll, thus, 
reinforces the argument that the 
electoral system might not produce the 
intended benefits depending to the 
particular country context, especially 
when it allows for tactical voting that 
can be easily exploited by relevant 
political actors.   
 
The article, thus, puts forth that the 
electoral system is but one of the factors 
that bears into the final distribution of 
parliamentary seats. The range of the 
electoral rules and especially the final 
conduct of the elections are important 
factors that mediate between the system 
configuration and electoral results. Last 
but not least, the article emphasises the 
importance of agency actions, when 
considering how electoral models work 
in practice. The electoral systems are 
rather broad frames of reference that 
leave ample space for political action. 
Hence, electoral studies need pay more 

attention to the plethora of broad 
electoral rules as well as the corrupt or 
semi-corrupt practices that infiltrate the 
process at various points when 
assessing the consequences of particular 
systemic configurations in specific 
countries.  
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