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INTRODUCTION 

Strategie voting deals with that most crucial of questions in political behavior 
research, how voters make their vote decisions - assuming, of course, that they 
go to the polls in the first place. Tue common denominator of all theories of 
voting behavior is that voters cast their ballot for the most preferred option 
among the available choices, whether it is an individual candidate or a political 
party, and no matter whether policies, candidates or other factors drive such a 
preference. The decision for the most preferred option is called a sincere vote in 

the strategic voting literature. 
But the literature on strategic voting does not stop here. The most important 

departure from other theories of electoral behavior is the assumption that voters not 
only take their preferences for the different options on the ballot into account but 
also form and include expectations about the outcome of the upcoming election in 
this decision. In other words, a voter's decision-making process involves weighting 
the anticipated benefits from voting for each option on the ballot by the expected 
likelihood that these benefits will be realized via an electoral victory. Such a deci
sion is then a product of preferences and expectations and a typical example of an 
expected utility approach (Downs, 1957; Riker and Ordeshook, 1968; McKelvey 
and Ordeshook, 1972). lt formally incorporates voters' preferences and their 
expectations about the outcome ofthe election in a unified analytic framework. 

A strategic voter is a voter who not only casts her vote in order to maximize 
the expected utility of a vote decision but also deviates or defects from her most 
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preferred option due to her expectations about the outcome of the election: a less 
preferred option might simply have a higher chance of realizing the expected 
benefits, and thus has higher utility. Only under these circumstances do we call 
such a vote a strategic vote. The classification is, in the end, not based on the 
nature of the decision-making process but (post hoc) on the final outcome. Thus, 
sincere voters can never be strategic voters even if they appear to behave strategi
cally. lt might sound counterintuitive, and it certainly contrasts with most other 
behavioral theories of voting, but a strategic voter does not vote for the most 
preferred option on the ballot. How do voters combine preferences and expecta
tions? They try to maximize the expected utility by weighting the preference for 
each party or candidate with the expectations that this party or candidate will be 
successful in the next election. Hence, in such a utility function the effect of pref
erences is conditional on a voter's expectation about the outcome. A high chance 
of electoral success can give even a less preferred option the highest utility and 
lead a strategic voter to defect from the preferred choice. Electoral expectations 
make the diff erence in this case. 

This decision logic can for example explain why instrumental voters hesitate 
to support non-viable parties or candidates. The latter would score devastatingly 
low in the expected utility calculus. A simple example to which we will come 
back throughout the chapter can help to illustrate the logic. Let's assume that three 
candidates, L (left), C (center) and R (right), compete to win in a first-past-the
post election. lt could be a presidential election or a single-member district race. 
Suppose that voters expect a tight race between C and R while L is considered to 
be a hopelessly trailing and thus non-viable candidate. ff supporters of L were to 
follow an instrumental decision-making logic, they would not 'waste' their vote on 
the preferred but trailing candidate L but rather vote strategically for their second 
choice between the viable candidates C and R. If expectations did not matter, our 
voter would simply receive the highest utility from voting for L, but with expecta
tions included, her utility of an L-vote decreases essentially to zero, a wasted vote. 
Due to the much higher electoral expectations for C and R, one of them would 
deliver the higher utility despite scoring lower in terms of preferences (most likely 
C if we assume that both candidates and voters can be placed on an ideological 
left-right dimension). Such a theory could be further refined if one wants to specify 
how those preferences are determined. Same might opt for a weighted combina
tion of valence and policy while others might combine so-called 'fundamentals' 
such as partisanship, issues (e.g. economy), and candidates as explanatory factors. 

The basic logic and the example outlined above capture the core model that 
underpins current research on strategic voting. In the following sections, we will 
address and elaborate the key conceptual and methodological issues in the litera
ture on strategic voting, starting simple and adding more complexity along the 
way. In the following (second) section, we introduce the traditional Duvergerian 
understanding of strategic voting, the classic and arguably most simple model of 
strategic voting. 
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In the third section, we focus on the role of electoral expeetations beeause they 
play a erucial role in strategic voting. As we will see, expeetations are about mueh 
more than simply avoiding a wasted vote for a non-viable party. Expectations can 
and need to be formed about different aspects and steps of an election outcome, 
ranging from immediate electoral results to suecessful govemment formation. 
For strategic voters, any partieular aspect of an eleetion outcome might become 
relevant, and expectations about each step are necessary to make the best pos
sible decision. 

In section four we present two complementary approaches in the literature 
that try to capture the logic of strategic voting more systematically. We highlight 
the f act that different electoral systems will provide different incentives to form 
expectations about different aspects of 'the outcome of an election'. And these 
different incentives and expectations lead to a number of deeision-making strate
gies that go well beyond avoiding a wasted vote. 

In section five we provide an overview of various researeh designs and meth
ods that are used to study strategic voting. We distinguish different conceptu
alizations and measurement strategies of strategie voting because there is no 
consensus in the current literature as to how this should be done. Finally, we 
conclude this chapter by adding a normative aspect to the discussion: whether 
strategic voting leads to a misrepresentation of voters' preferences or rather 
produces more optimal outcomes. 

DUVERGER AND ALL THAT: THE TRADITIONAL UNDERSTANDING 
OF STRATEGIC VOTING IN SINGLE-MEMBER DISTRICT 
(SMD) SYSTEMS 

Strategie voting is best documented for vote choice scenarios in single-member 
district systems where the party or candidate with a plurality of the votes wins 
the district seat. This is the case in the example we introduced earlier. With a 
strategic vote, supporters of a lost cause such as L make their vote actually count 
towards determining the outcome of the district race rather than merely being 
counted. This logic applies to all supporters of all candidates in a district who are 
not expected to win the election. Also note that electoral expectations are formed 
in this situation about one specific aspect of the election outcome only, whether 
or not a candidate is able to win representation in parliament ( excluding other 
aspects such as govemment formation). 

The early political science literature on strategic voting was more interested in 
systemic consequences of this type of behavior, in particular how vote concentra
tion on viable candidates affects the size of the party system. Written originally as 
a study of how electoral institutions determine party systems, Duverger's (1954) 
seminal contribution to the theory of strategie voting is a causal meehanism at the 
individual level that attempts to explain how electoral systems determine party 
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systems in a fashion .known as Duverger's Law. More precisely, Duverger pro
poses a combination of two processes working together to generate this causal 
path. Tue first process is 'mechanical': electoral laws translate votes into seats 
in parliament, which tends to result in the overrepresentation of large parties 
and, conversely, the underrepresentation of small parties. This becomes visible 
when comparing a given vote distribution across parties with the number of seat 
shares those parties eventually obtain in parliament. Thus, unlike a Robin Hood 
system where the poor get compensated by redistributing spoils from the rich, 
the mechanical effect works to privilege large parties (the rich) at the expense of 
small parties (the poor). 

The second process is 'psychological' . Duverger theorizes that voters in an 
electoral system with plurality voting feel that they will waste their vote if they 
vote for a minor party or candidate and rat.her opt for a lesser evil to prevent the 
greater evil from attaining victory - the process we defined earlier as strategic 
voting. Thus, the mechanical effect from electoral institutions and the psycholog
ical effect at the voter level combine to generate the causal path between electoral 
institutions and party system. 

We can draw one important lesson for political behavior from the early 
attempts to study strategic voting. Voters are not mere servants of their prefer
ences, as traditional models of voting behavior would have us believe. Quite to 
the contrary, as in Goldoni's famous play, voters are 'servants of two masters': of 
their preferences for parties and candidates, and of their expectations about the 
outcome of the election. 

Duverger was actually interested in other electoral systems as weil. He sug
gested that the wasted vote logic should not apply to proportional representa
tion (PR) systems because even marginal parties can expect to gain seats in 
such systems. This claim has been more problematic and, in fact, proven mis
guided. In particular Leys (1959) and Sartori (1968) expect significant amounts 
of strategie voting even in PR systems, as a funetion of distriet size. As district 
magnitude becomes smaller, fewer seats are awarded per electoral district. Tue 
so-ealled Leys-Sartori conjecture (Cox, 1997) tberefore posits that strategic vot
ing at the primary district level (the smallest geographic unit in which seats are 
allocated) inereases as distriet magnitude becomes smaller. Using data from the 
Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) project, Gschwend (2009) pres
ents evidenee from survey data supporting this eonjecture, and Reed (1990) finds 
evidence for stronger vote concentration and, thus, supposedly more strategie 
voting in smaller districts using district-level data from Japanese eleetions. He 
argues, though, that the dominant mechanism is rather one of strategie entry deci
sions by parties than strategie voting by citizens. 

Cox (1997) generalizes these arguments further to any multi-member systems 
and formalizes them. He proposes an 'M+J' rule, indicating an upper bound 
for the number of viable parties or candidates a voter has to expect in a given 
electoral district with district magnitude M. He closely follows the Duvergerian 
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logic that voters should strategically desert all other parties that are not expected 
to be viable to win a district seat. Evidenee to support these claims are based on 
studying the number of parties that eompete sueeessfully at the district level in 
British, Columbian, and Japanese eleetions (Cox and Shugart, 1996; Cox, 1997). 
A more direct test for .the presence of Duverger' s psychological factor - and 
hence for Strategiedesertion -is provided in studies using Gennan distriet-level 
data (Cox, 1997; Bawn, 1999). For instance, Cox (1997) regresses the 'deser
tion rate' among voters of the two small parties FDP and Greens - the differ
ence between their (national) party list vote and their (district-level) eandidate 
vote share in a given district - on the margin of the district race. In close distriet 
races, we should expeet a higher desertion rate and therefore more Strategie votes 
because strategie FDP or Green voters should feel a stronger incentive not to 
waste their eandidate votes. They could make a difference and help elect the local 
candidate of the larger coalition partner. In fact, using district-level data from 
federal elections in 1987 and 1990, Cox does find that the desertion rate among 
FDP and Green voters is significantly higher as the district race gets closer. Bawn 
(1999) also employs the desertion-rate coneept, but with a different dependent 
variable, using district-level data from six federal elections between 1969 and 
1987. Controlling for incumbency effects, she finds that the desertion rate in 
favor of major-party candidates inereases as a distriet race becomes closer. The 
Duvergerian logie of avoiding a wasted vote thus has robust support. For example, 
the empirieal implieation that parties that did not win a seat in the last eleetion 
and therefore will not be eonsidered as viable eompetitors in the next election 
has been supported by studies using district-level data from Portugal (Gsehwend, 
2007), Finland (Gsehwend and Stoiber, 2012), and Spain (Lago 2008). Without 
going into extensive detail, research on plurality systems provides eonsiderable 
evidence for strategie voting (e.g. Alvarez and Nagler, 2000; Blais and Nadeau, 
1996; Johnston and Partie, 1991; Lanoue and Bowler, 1992; Evans and Heath, 
1993; Heath, 1991; Galbraith and Rae, 1989; Abramson et al„ 1992; Cain 1978, 
Niemi et al„ 1993; Fujiwara, 2011; Hall and Snyder, 2015). In short, the basie 
model of strategie voting is weil established. 

PREFERENCES ARE NOT ENOUGH: ELECTORAL EXPECTATIONS 
AS SECOND CRUCIAL INGREDIENT 

Electoral expeetations are crucial for strategic voting because voters have to 
weight their preferences for different parties or eandidates by their electoral 
expeetations to derive their expected utility. Expeetations determine to a large 
extent when defection from the most preferred is warranted. 

There are two main processes by whieh voters are thought to derive expecta
tions. First, politically engaged voters pay attention to politieal developments, 
especially during election eampaigns, and follow the discussions about the 
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success of parties and candidates in the media (widely defined), most notably 
based on pre-election polls and, in multiparty systems, about potential coalition 
govemments. lt seems clear, however, that this process can only have an impact 
on the decision calculus of attentive and therefore politically aware and informed 
voters. But even less attentive voters do not start with a blank slate in the voting 
booth. Even voters who do not follow a campaign very closely seem to fonn 
expectations, for example by adopting an electoral history heuristic. As 'cogni
tive misers' (Fiske and Taylor, 1991), individuals frequently employ heuristics to 
simplify their decision-making processes. Voters look back at previous elections. 
Even if they cannot recall the precise results of these elections, they can easily 
form beliefs about the rough outlines of the electoral landscape, such as which 
parties are large and small, how competitive or close the election might be, or 
who the winners and losers are expected tobe. lnferences based on these beliefs 
need not be particularly accurate. lt is sufficient that voters have an idea about 
who the strong contenders are or which coalitions are typically formed. Both 
processes, füll attention or the reliance on heuristics, help voters to cope with the 
uncertainty about an election outcome and help to generate expectations about 
the success of candidates, parties, and coalitions. This process can be viewed as 
Bayesian updating because voters either create new expectations or update their 
prior beliefs about the outcome of an election. Formal theorists employ a similar 
argument to make the assumption of 'rational expectations' more plausible (Cox, 
1997; Cox and Shugart, 1996; Fey, 1997). Experimental evidence for example 
supports the notion that the electoral history heuristic facilitates the formation of 
consistent expectations (Forsythe et al„ 1993). 

There is another reason why expectations are so crucial. Only they can turn a 
defection from a preferred party into a strategic vote decision. There are, after all, 
many conceivable reasons why voters deviate from their most preferred party or 
candidate, often for expressive reasons. For instance, voters might want to voice 
their protest or signal single-issue preferences. Voters in two-vote systems rnight 
also want to split their votes between the parties of their most preferred coali
tion. In all these instances, voters do not deviate from their most preferred party 
because they expect a vote for a different option to have a more effective impact 
on the outcome of the election. Such voters do not behave strategically. 

Even though we have established the central role of electoral expectations for 
strategic voting by now, it is also quite obvious that the classic understanding of 
expectations about the election outcome is very limited. Vaters seem to merely 
think about which party or candidate is viable and able to win representation. In 
plurality elections, common in the USA and the UK. this assumption works quite 
well, and it will also apply to multi-member district systems where viable candi
dates or parties can win representation by gaining one of the district seats. But, 
as we will show in the next section, this understanding of strategic voting is very 
restrictive because it ignores other aspects of an election outcome, in particular 
the need for coalition govemments in multiparty systems. To make this shift in 
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perspective very salient, we will use the term Strategie coalition voting in the 
following discussion. 

DIFFERENT ELECTORJ\L SYSTEMS, DIFFERENT INCENTIVES. 
DIFFERENT STRATEGIES: THE COMPLEX MOTIVATIONS OF 
STRATEGIC COALITION VOTING 

Strategie voting is about more than just trying to avoid wasting one's vote, and 
the beneficiaries are not necessarily a few large parties. Different electoral con
texts and rules allow - in fact require - voters to form expectations about differ
ent aspects that characterize the political decision-making process before, 
during, and after an election. lt is about much more than the mere representation 
of a party or candidate in parliament. For example, SMD and PR systems can 
induce very different motivations and require voters to employ different strate
gies to translate their political preferences into the most optimal decision and 
election outcome. One voter might merely anticipate the outcome of an election 
in tenns of whether a certain party will gain representation in parliament while 
another might consider how the anticipated election outcome will affect the coa
lition government formation process. The interplay of specific characteristics of 
an electoral and party system and the individual preferences and interests of 
voters add enormous complexity to the strategic voting process. 

To clarify the basic motivation, we conduct another thought experiment with 
our supporter of small party L. If this s~pporter were eligible to vote in a UK 
general election, then she would be primarily motivated to anticipate the outcome 
of the local SMD race in order to figure out whether L is viable and competitive 
in this district or merely a wasted vote. However, if the same voter were eligible 
to vote in the Tweede Kamer elections in the Netherlands, a national contest in a 
PR system, the incentives would be different. Whether or not L wins representa
tion is definitely not the most salient question on the voter's mind because even 
small parties gain representation in a PR election with essentially no minimum 
vote threshold. Our hypothetical voter is much more likely to try to anticipate the 
government formation process and cast her vote strategically, for instance, by 
supporting the most preferred party among those that are likely to join the new 
coalition government, if her most preferred party is not among them. Incidentally, 
the 'winner' in such an election is not necessarily the largest party but might very 
weil be one of the small parties that will join the coalition. In both examples, 
our hypothetical voter tries to anticipate the election outcome, but the particular 
aspect she focuses on is quite different in different political contexts. 

While voters form expectations about the election outcome in order to behave 
strategically, the concept 'election outcome' is not always determined by who 
will likely win the election. An election (night) outcome might merely be the 
starting point of a government fonnation process involving negotiations among 
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multiple parties that will eventually fonn a coalition govemment, which in turn 
determines the policies for years to come. And if this is not already complicated 
enough, sorne voters might also consider as part of the election outcome whether 
some parties get represented in parliament. Specific institutional rules and aspects 
such as a minimum fote threshold will affect supporters of small parties differ
ently than supporters of large parties - primarily a question of representation for 
the former and a question of coalition formation for the latter. 

This initial discussion is, in one sense, bad news. The current literature on 
strategic voting has not been able to develop a single and universal (formal) 
model that can capture all these different conditions and aspeets. Instead, we 
find various attempts to identify certain conditions under whieh strategic voting 
ean be expected and tested. On a more positive note, there have been a number 
of attempts to offer more systematic assessments of how strategie voting works 
under the given and specific circumstances. We outline two approaches that cap
ture the logic of strategie voting more systematically, one using a formal process 
logic of rational voters and the other a more psychological goal-based logic that 
highlights the main motivations and strategies of strategic voting. These are not 
mutually exclusive explanations but should rather be seen as eomplementary. 

A formal proc:ess logic: translating a vote into polic:y 

The classic case was simple. A strategic voter in an SMD election forms expecta
tions about the outcome of the ' local' election and thus the representation of a 
candidate ( or party or issue) in parliament. The winner will affect the legislative 
process, and a vote for a marginal candidate is wasted. However, if we realize 
that most Western demoeracies are parliamentary systems with eoalition govem
ments, this approaeh to strategie voting is rather restrietive and misses many of 
the aspects mentioned above. 

At the same time, moving from classie and simple strategic voting in SMDs to 
strategic coalition voting in multiparty systems with proportional representation, 
minimum vote thresholds, and eoalition governments creates a number of eon
eeptual and theoretieal challenges, starting with a clear and more eomprehensive 
definition of strategic coalition voting. The (mixed) existing empirieal evidenee 
only belps to a limited degree. Different approaehes to strategie voting usually 
address only speeifie voting strategies. Tue most useful existing framework is 
offered by Cox (1997) who differentiates two stages in which votes are trans
lated into (optimal) poliey output, seat maximization and portfolio maximization. 
A good ease can be made to differentiate these steps from vote to policy even 
further by also ineluding the stage of legislative behavior (Linhart, 2009; Linhart 
and Huber, 2009). 

Thus, in addition to representation, the policies tbat will be implemented by 
the next govemment are the seeond key aspect to account for. Which poliey is 
going to be implemented depends, most importantly, on who is in government 
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and, specifically, on who controls a majority in the legislature (Austen-Smith 
and Banks, 1988; Cho, 2014; Indridason, 2011; Kedar, 2011; Linhart, 2009). 
Table 16.1 summarizes the most important steps or stages as a sequential 
decision-making process from the pre-electoral campaign to post-electoral 
government formation and the subsequent legislative process. Under ideal cir
cumstances, a strategic voter would consider all information to anticipate the 
outcomes of these decision steps and, using backward induction, would deter
mine her optimal vote decision. Such decision processes are difficult to cap
ture in formal models because formal solutions for multiparty models with 
coalition governments and many equilibria are very difficult to obtain. For 
more than a conceptual outline, the interested reader might consult the formal 
treatments by Linhart (2009), Cho (2014), Duch, May, andArmstrong (2010), 
and Indridason (2011). 

The starting point is the information available during election campaigns, most 
notably the party positions on relevant policies, the strengths of the parties in 
pre-electoral polls, and any pre-electoral coalition signals by parties, joumalists, 
and other experls that can help to narrow down the possible election outcomes 
and government formation. Such a voter would use this information to anticipate 
the likely seat distribution after the election, the subsequent govemment forma
tion process (including the selection of a formateur as weil as negotiations of 
potential coalition partners and over the coalition portfolio or policies), and the 
eventual policy output of the subsequent legislative process (Austen-Smith and 
Banks, 1988; Bargsted and Kedar, 2009; Cho, 2014; Indridason, 2011; Linhart, 
2009). Depending on the political system, the policy output might also depend 
on other veto players such as a second chamber ( especially in federal systems) 
or a president. 

Thinking about the election outcome in terms of policy that will eventually get 
implemented allows voters to form expectations about each step in this chain of 
action. This will result in a variety of different strategies that we will introduce 
in the next section. lt is important to keep two points in mind. First, only a small 

Table 16.1 Sequential decision-making process and formation 
of expectations by strategic voters 

Stage: 

Factors: 

-4 Sequential Decision-Making Process -4 

Campaign 

- Party Positions 
- Polis {Party 

Strength) 
..... coalition 

Signals 

Election Result 

-Seat 
Distribution 

Government Formation 

- Formateur Selection 
- Government 

(Coalition Parties) 
-Government 

Portfolio 

legislative Process 

- Veto Players 
- Policy Output 

f- Voter Expectations (anticipation by backward induction) f-
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number of voters will usually find themselves in a situation that provides the 
appropriate incentives and opportunities for strategic voting (e.g. Alvarez et al„ 
2006). In most cases, a sincere vote is also the optimal vote. Second, strategic 
voting is based on a eombination and interplay of individual preferences and 
expectations on one side and the incentives provided by the institutional eontext 
on the other - as far as recognized and perceived by the voter. This is difficult to 
capture in a single formula and formal model and implies a fairly sophistieated 
and instrumental decision-making process. lncluding three or more stages, how
ever, makes the assumed decision proeess extremely complex and thus rather 
unlikely (in fact, virtually impossible) to reflect any actual decision making by 
voters - some politieal scientists exempted. A more straightforward decision 
logic is neeessary. · 

A psyc:hological goal-based logic:: a typology of 
motivations and strategies 

Given these eballenges, our goal here is to offer a eoneeptual classification of 
common motivations and plausible strategies for strategie eoalition voting at a 
very general level that are not specifie to partieular eountries or elections. lt is 
useful to distinguish four major motivations for strategie voting and a number of 
specifie decision strategies to aecomplish the given and predominant electoral 
goal. The first motivation is universal for all electoral systems and the classie 
motivation for strategie voting per se, avoiding a wasted vote for a party or ean
didate that bas no ehance of being represented in the next parliament. In such a 
situation, a strategie voter realizes that, in order to bave an eleetoral impact, it is 
more useful to east the ballot for one of the viable parties. Tue next two moti
vations are specific for strategic coalition voting beeause they aim at the next 
eoalition govemment. Tue focus might be on coalition composition, that is, the 
parties that will become members of the next coalition govemment. A good 
example is the rental vote ( or threshold insurance) strategy well known in 
Austria, Germany, and Sweden when supporters of a major party cast their vote 
for a preferred small coalition partner who is in danger of falling short of the 
electoral threshold (Freden, 2014; Gsehwend, 2007; Gsehwend et al., 2016; 
Sbikano et al., 2009; Meffert and Gschwend, 2010). lt is also possible, witb two 
or more small parties competing for a place in the next eoalition, to strengthen 
one of the parties in order to give it a competitive advantage over the other ( coali
tion) parties (Irwin and Van Holsteyn, 2012). 

But even if the next coalition govemment is more or less certain, a strate
gie coalition voter might still try to influence the coalition portfolio, that is, the 
strength or weight of the parties within an expected eoalition that determine the 
policies pursued by the coalition (Aldrich et al„ 2005). The impact on policy 
might be small but nevertheless beneficial for a strategie voter. Tbe fourth and 
final motivation assumes that a voter takes the larger institutional eontext of the 
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policy-making proeess into account and follows a checks-and-balances logic by 
taking the political control of different chambers of parliament or the presidency 
and parliament into account. Voters concemed about checks and balances might 
for example engage in strategic balancing and vote in a way that prevents a single 
party or eoalition controHing all the major institutions (e.g. Geer et al., 2004; 
Gschwend and Leuffen, 2005) if the politieal eonsequences in terms of policy 
output are seen as too extreme. 

These four major motivations cover four distinet and principal reasons why 
strategie voters might defeet from their preferred party in order to have an effect 
on the next government. This classification is conceptual and not based on sys
tematic evidence but rather should help future research. Besides these major 
goals, the existing research has identified a number of specific strategie coalition 
voting strategies that voters might use to accomplish these goals (summarized in 
Table 16.2). 

The first strategy is to def ect from a losing party in order to avoid a wasted 
vote. The emphasis is on cutting losses and not on gaining benefits, even though 
the latter is the implicit eonsequence of such a strategic vote. Under proportional 
representation, most votes count toward the distribution of seats and are thus not 
wasted per se. The only fairly clear and obvious exceptions are parties that are 
certain to fail tbe minimum vote threshold for seats in parliament. Here, the clas
sie wasted vote argument works very weil, at least in theory. It strongly implies 
that short-term instrumental rational vote~s should defect from very small parties 
if they want to affect the formation of the next govemment. 

If a voter is really eoncemed about the next coalition govemment, she will 
have to take eoalitions into account, no matter the size of the most preferred party 
or the ideological position of the voter. In other words, if the most preferred party 
is unlikely to play a role in the next coalition or affect government formation 

Table 16.2 Strategie coalition voting motivations and strategies 

Strategy 
- Defection from losing party 
- Rental vote/threshold insurance 
- Destructive vote 
- Strengthen expected coalition party 
- Formateur selection/strategic 

_sequencing 
- Strategie balancing 
- Strategie abstention 

Motivation 

A 'd' Coalition Coalition 
voi mg a Compos1·ti·on Po~o11·0 

~ec1 „ IUI 
was" vo,e (Parties) (Policy) 

X 
X 
X 
X 
X 

X 

X 
X 

X 
X 

Checks- · 
and
balances 

X 
X 

X 
X 
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more indirectly, a strategic voter should rather vote for a party tbat makes the 
most acceptable among the viable coalitions more likely. Such a coalition voting 
strategy is thus the most general statement of strategic coalition voting. 

As already mentioned above, a well-known strategy is threshold insurance, 
when a voter, usually a supporter of a strong major party, casts a rental vote for 
a preferred small coalition partner, whicb is in <langer of falling short of the 
minimum vote threshold. A variation of this strategy is a destruetive vote when 
a voter can make a more beneficial coalition government more likely by weak
ening her preferred party. Such a scenario is possible when polls and coalition 
signals suggest a close competition between a left-wing and a right-wing coali
tion. Neither option is attractive to a centrist voter who would prefer a centrist 
govemment. This, however, requires that the 'extreme' coalitions do not succeed 
and moderate but reluctant parties are forced to form a centrist coalition. To 
acc9mplish this, our centrist voter might opt to strengthen a strongly disliked and 
extreme 'pariah' party that takes enough seats away from the 'extreme' coali
tions. An example is a vote for the far-left Die Linke in the 2005 German election 
in order to make a centrist coalition between Christian Democrats (CDU) and 
Social Democrats (SPD) more likely by undermining the chances of the more 
traditional center-left (SPD and Greens) and center-right (CDU and liberal FDP) 
coalitions (see Linhart, 2009; Huber et al., 2009). Both rental vote and destruc
tive vote strategies aim at changing coalition parties but might also serve the goal 
of checks-and-balances. 

· Even if a specific coalition is fairly certain to win the election, strategic 
coalition voting can make sense for voters whose preferred party is not among 
the coalition members (Aldrich et al, 2005). As long as the electoral strength of 
a party does influence its weight in the coalition and its influence over coalition 
policy, a vote for a coalition member party might directly influence coalition 
policy. Bargsted and Kedar (2009) suggest such behavior for Israel, at least 
for supporters of moderate parties. The strategy of strengthening an expected 
coalition party follows primarily tbe goal of strengthening an expected member 
of the next coalition in the coalition formation process, leading to a more desir
able coalition portfolio and beneficial policy outcomes. 

In the case where the status of the largest party gives it a formateur status, 
strengtbening a competitive large party can be a useful strategy to secure its 
crucial role during coalition formation, also called strategic sequencing by Cox 
(1997). A voter more concerned about a single party (or coalition) controlling 
all institutions of government might opt for strategie balancing, trying to secure 
shared control of the major institutions. 

Last but not least, even strategie abstention might be an optimal strategy under 
some circumstances. Tue logic is similar to the 'destructive' version of threshold 
insurance: a weakening of the preferred party can make a preferred coalition gov
emment more likely. In this case, the reason for abstention differs radically from 
other, more comrnon reasons for such behavior such as a lack of political interest, 
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political cynicism, or protest. lt is entirely based on the expectation of how the 
next government will be formed. 

A reader might note the absence of ticket splitting in this discussion, a deci
sion possible in mixed-electoral systems that combine for example a (national) 
party list vote with a (local) candidate vote. The reason is quite simple. Merely 
splitting one's vote between a candidate of one party and a different party on 
the party list does not say anything about the reasons for such a decision. As 
Gsehwend (2007) shows, several different strategies ean lead to the observation
ally equivalent split-tieket pattems. But they might also reflect simply expres
sive considerations such as support for a well-liked candidate from an otherwise 
dislik$d party. Thus, we do not count ticket splitting per se as a specific strategy 
of strategic coalition voting. If ticket splitting is used strategically, the driving 
motivation is almost certainly already covered by one of the motivations and 
strategies diseussed above. 

This list of strategie coalition voting strategies does not claim tobe exhaustive. 
The complexity of coalition formation in multiparty systems creates opportuni
ties for many different, often eontext-specific strategies that are impossible to 
enumerate here. The strategies discussed above are mentioned in the literature 
or follow a compelling logic, but they are only a plausible subset of all possible 
strategies. lt is also important to keep in mind that these strategies and goals are 
often not clearly distinct but rather overlap and thus are difficult to distinguish 
empirically. 

RESEARCH DESIGNS AND METHODS TO 
STUDY STRATEGIC VOTING 

Strategie voting is studied in quite different ways. In the following section we 
will highlight the advantages and disadvantages of different research designs to 
study strategie voting such as survey research, experimental designs (i.e. lab and 
field experiments), simulations, and studies using official statistics (e.g. election 
retums). The main focus will be on how these different designs can be used to 
identify (with direct or indirect measurements) and analyze strategie voting in 
mass elections. Given that there is so far no consensus on how strategic voting 
should be conceptualized, it should not come as a surprise that there is not even 
a universally accepted measurement strategy. 

Four major approaches to measure strategic voting 

Following Alvarez and Nagler (2000), Blais, Young, and Turcotte (2005), and 
Artabe and Gardeazabal (2014 ), we can distinguish at least four different 
approaches to measure strategie voting: (1) the aggregate inference approach, 
(2) the self-reporting or direct approach, (3) the inference or indirect approach, 
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and ( 4) the counterfactual approach. Researchers following the aggregate infer
ence approach use aggregate election returns to identify certain split-ticket pat
tems, changes in vote shares (see Muller and Page, 2015 for a nifty nonparametric 
approach), leveraging of different incentive structures in concurrent elections 
(Lago, 2011; Hall and Snyder, 2015) and natural experiments (Spenkuch, 2015), 
changes from first- to second-round elections (Kiss, 2015), desertion rates across 
ballot types, or to show the impact of close elections ( using concepts such as the 
district margin) to study strategic voting at the electoral-district level (Cox, 1997; 
Spafford, 1972; Cain, 1978; Galbraith and Rae, 1989; Johnston and Pattie, 1991; 
Gschwend, 2004: Chapter 5). Official election statistics are a reliable and often 
readily available data source, but without any information about individual-level 
behavior. This poses a major challenge for testing strategic voting, essentially a 
micro-level theory about individual behavior. Any attempt to use aggregate-level 
data for this purpose immediately raises the so-called ecological inference prob
lem (Achen and Shively, 1995; King, 1997; Gschwend, 2004: Chapter 4). At 
best, it is possible to identify aggregate patterns that correspond to theoretically 
expected patterns assuming individual-level strategic voting, a highly inferential 
and indirect, but sometimes very useful approach. 

Researchers following the self-reporting or direct approach use survey ques
tions that directly ask respondents about their reasons for casting their vote. For 
instance, the inventory of the British Election Study asks respondents wby they 
voted the way they did, offering explicitly the option 'l really preferred another 
party but it had no chance of winning in this constituency' . British election 
researchers are very fond of this question and convinced about its usefulness 
(Fisher, 2004; Heath, 1991; Niemi et al„ 1992; Evans and Heath, 1993). Some 
caution about the validity and reliability of this measure is warranted because 
respondents are asked post hoc to justify and explain their earlier behavior, a task 
that easily elicits response biases (faulty memories, rationalizations, and misper
ceptions). While this question fits the British SMD context quite well, this mea
sure becomes highly problematic and ambiguous when applied to the different 
forms of Strategie coalition voting outlined above. Consequently, this measure 
has not been widely used outside the UK. 

Researchers following the inference or indirect approach identify strategie 
voters by using different survey items including party preferences, vote deci
sions (intended or cast), but also voter expectations about relevant aspects such 
as election outcomes or likely coalitions (e.g. Alvarez and Nagler, 2000; Elff, 
2014; Herrmann and Pappi, 2008; Herrmann, 2014; Lago, 2008, Shikano et al„ 
2009). This approach offers the closest match to theoretical models of strategie 

· voting. But even here some caution is warranted. While any defection from the 
preferred party is often considered Strategie, a more careful operationalization of 
the theory of strategic voting would have to take the expectations into account 
in order to make a strategie vote out of a merely 'insincere' vote. Therefore, it is 
conceptually important to think a priori about the context in which a certain type 
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of voter is motivated to employ a particular strategy (Alvarez et al., 2006). Not 
every voter will always be motivated to use every conceivable strategy. Think 
about our hypothetieal supporter of L from the exarnple at the beginning of this 
ehapter. If L is expected to be viable to win the district race, our supporter will 
have no incentive or motivation to vote strategically. Tue sineere vote eounts and 
will not be wasted. Using this insight, Meffert and Gsehwend (2010), using data 
from the 2006 general election in Austria, a priori define different decision con
texts that might provide incentives to behave strategieally for certain subsets of 
the voter population in order to identify whether voters employ eertain strategies. 
Another caveat is that vote choices themselves are not sufficient to infer whether 
voters behave strategically. Seholars need to assume that voters correctly per
eeive the partieular competitive eontext and reaet in the same way to it. Reeently 
Elff (2014) developed a finite mixture model that allows this assumption tobe 
relaxed. 

Researcbers ean also combine features of both approaehes using a so-called 
counterfactual approach, pioneered by Artabe and Gardeazabal (2014). They start 
with survey items to identify two different groups of voters; sincere voters using 
the inference approach and seemingly Strategie voters identified in the tradition 
of the self-reporting methodology. In the next step, they fit a sincere vote choice 
model to only the subset of previously identified sineere voters. Using the esti
mated coefficients from this model, they then generate out-of-sample vote-choiee 
predictions for the subset of seemingly strategie voters. This yields a counterfac
tual predietion: how each seemingly strategie voter would have voted if she were 
to behave like a sincere voter. Finally, the counterfactual approach classifies only 
those seemingly strategie voters as Strategie if their self-reported vote choiee 
tums out to be different from the predieted eounterfactual vote cboice. lt should 
be noted that the degree of eovariate balance between the a priori identified 
groups of sincere and seemingly strategic voters is crucially important beeause 
the groups are self-selected and not randomly assigned. Ideally, the counterfac
tual approach should be employed to a selected subset of sincere voters with 
eovariate values similar to those of the strategic voters. Tue major advantage of 
the counterfactual approach is that the classification of a Strategie voter does not 
rely on problematic measures to assess how voters form expeetations about the 
outeome of an election. 

Measuring expectations 

In order to assess the impaet of voters' expeetations about the success of parties 
and candidates, there are generally two coneeivable measurement strategies. 
First, some scholars ask respondents direetly about tbe prospects of parties or 
eandidates in that eleetion. Abramson et al. (1992), for instance, investigate stra
tegie voting on Super Tuesday in the 1988 presidential primaries. They measure 
the probability that a given candidate will get the nomination via a normalization 
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procedure applied to a hundred-point scale. Blais and Nadeau (1996) also rely 
on subjective measures for voter expectations using the 1988 Canadian Election 
Study. The main problem with this approach is that subjective measures are 
prone to projection effects, that is, voters are wishful thinkers who perceive their 
favored candidates as having better chances to win than others (Bartels, 1988; 
Brady and Johnston, 1987; Meffert et al., 2011). One way to deal with this prob
lem is to model projection effects directly using a systems-of-equations 
approach. Abramson, Aldrich, Paolino and Rohde (1992) follow this strategy and 
purge their candidate probability scores to win nomination from projection 
biases. This strategy requires strong assumptions about the factors that are pre
sumably not contaminated with projection effects in order to model them. A 
more promising way to deal with projection is to simply design instruments tbat 
minimize such effects. Pappi and Thurner (2002), for instance, employ a 4-point 
Likert scale to measure voters' expectation of whether minor parties in Germany 
will gain seats in the next election. Similar measures have become part of elec
tion study inventories in various countries (e.g. Germany, Austria, Sweden) in 
recent years. 

A second measurement strategy is to employ 'objective' measures of voter 
expectations. Such context variables are often based on actual election retums 
(Black, 1978, 1980; Cain, 1978). Alvarez and Nagler (2000) provide an inter
esting application of this strategy with data from the British general election in 
1987. The basic crux of this approach is to construct a vote choice model for 
sincere voting in a multiparty setting based on individual-Ievel data, and to add 
the district-level results of the previous election as a measure for the 'expected' 
closeness of the district race. Indeed, they find that third-party supporters are 
more likely to desert their party if they 'expect' a competitive district race. Some 
scholars prefer clearly exogenous measures for voter expectations and employ 
district results of the previous election (e.g. Alvarez and Nagler, 2000; Elff, 
2014). Presumably, such knowledge is readily available to voters. Other scholars 
prefer to employ results of the current election (e.g. Gschwend, 2007; Guinjoan 
et al„ 2014; Herrmann and Pappi, 2008) because they better approximate pre
election polls in that district, which often do not exist. Such district-level polls 
are by no means a standard outside the UK. If voters are expected to form expec
tations about the government formation process, tbe 'objective' history of coali
tions between parties and actual coalition signals provides valuable information 
for strategic voters (Armstrong and Duch, 2010; Duch et al„ 2010; Gschwend 
et al., 2017; Irwin and van Holsteyn, 2012). 

Testing the causal mechanisms of strategic 
voting:expeninentalapproaches 

The research covered so far relies for the most part on either survey data (mostly 
pre-election studies if expectations measures about the outcome of an election 
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are used) or on official statistics such as district-level election returns, or a com
bination of both types of data. Both are not ideal to establish causal relationships 
at the individual level. Thus, we turn to two alternatives, experiments and simu
lations, and their relative advantages and disadvantages to investigate Strategie 
voting. 

When studying the conditions under which voters employ a particular strategy 
and deviate from their most preferred party to cast a strategic vote, scholars are 
interested in testing the effects of expectations on vote choice. We know that 
voters use heuristics and contextual cues such as polls, previous election results, 
and coalition signals to form expectations about various aspects of the election 
outcome. This raises a number of methodological issues. The vast majority of 
studies about strategic voting at the individual level are based on cross-sectional 
surveys, conducted before or after a single election. This makes a causal test 
more or less impossible. This is a particularly serious problem when the relation
ship of preferences and expectations is unclear and possibly reciprocal. Second, 
looking at a single election does not usually provide much variation in the polls 
and coalition signals. Both are fairly stable and consistent before elections, and 
every voter will receive more or less the same infonnation. As a consequence, it 
is nearly impossible to establish a causal link from exposure to polls and other 
signals to political behavior. Even if objective conditions favoring strategic vot
ing exist, they might only affect a small part of the electorate. In sbort, it is very 
difficult to establish a clear link between cause and effect. 

As an alternative, experiments can overcome the problem of establishing cau
sality by clearly separating cause and effect, giving this approach high intemal 
validity (see Johns, this Handbook, Volume 2, Chapter 39). They allow for a careful 
construction of seemingly objective conditions such as a close election. Moreover, 
when the key explanatory factor lacks variance, that is, when no observable data 
to test a theory are available, experiments can provide an elegant solution for this 
problem. Experimental designs enable the researcher to create the necessary vari
ance within the explanatory variable by manipulating it, i.e. by providing informa
tion for the treatrnent group and withholding it for the control group. 

Experiments can take many different shapes and forros. The settings can range 
from a tightly controlled lab environment over a real-world field setting to (rep
resentative) surveys. Following McDennott (2002), we distinguish two traditions 
of experimental designs, experiments done in the economic tradition or in the 
psychological tradition. Experiments in the behavioral economic tradition tend to 
confront participants with abstract, context-free, and transparent decision scenar
ios. The information made available to participants might be incomplete, creating 
uncertainty, but it is never deceptive or false. In order to rule out confounding 
influences, preferences or expectations are induced and assigned by the experi
menter and not based on existing preferences of participants. For instance, parties 
will not have familiar labels but have abstract names because participants will not 
have developed a strong attachment to, say, party L. This gives the experimenter 
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in eeonomie experiments a very high degree of eontrol. The abstraet nature of 
these experiments and the induced preferenees and expectations make it possible 
to assess the quality of decision making in a straightforward manner. Because the 
experimenter knows the eorrect deeision, it is very easy to determine optimal and 
wrong decisions. Participants experience sueeess and failure as monetary gains 
and losses. 

Previous experiments have tested the impaet of different decision rules (Cherry 
and Kroll, 2003; Forsythe et al., 1996; Rapoport et al., 1991; Yuval and Herne, 
2005; Gerber et al., 1998), pre-election polls or similar information about prefer
ence distributions (Eckel and Holt, 1989; Fisher and Myatt, 2002; Forsythe et al., 
1993, 1996; Plott, 1991; Rieb, 2015), voting histories (Forsythe et al„ 1993; 
Williams, 1991), Duverger's law (Forsythe et al., 1993, 1996), and sequential or 
repeated voting (Eckel and Holt, 1989; Morton and Williams, 1999; Williams, 
1991), sometimes framed as a primary or general election and sometimes as a 
small group or committee decision-making task. But, for the most part, these 
experiments have focused on a very Iimited set of choices, usually three candi
dates or parties. Tue advantage of these 'simple' decision seenarios is that they 
usually have formal solutions and known equilibria that allow a straightforward 
assessment of optimal decision making. 

Multiparty setups or eoalition governments have been addressed in only a few 
experiments. Using economic experiments, several studies (e.g. McCuen and 
Morton, 2010; Meffert and Gschwend, 2007, 2009; Linhart and Tepe, 2015) sug
gest that, if voters are in a strategie decision mode and face decision scenarios 
that provide clear incentives for strategic voting, then a majority of voters appears 
to be able to engage in strategie voting, at least as long as the decision eontext 
is fairly transparent. Blais, St-Vincent, Pilet, and Treibich (2016) show in their 
laboratory experiment that participants need to rely on electoral history as a heu
ristic in order to east a strategie vote. Moreover, in one experiment by Goodin, 
Güth, and Sausgruber (2008) some participants play not only the role of a voter 
but also function as a party leader to include the eoalition formation stage as well. 

Experiments in the social psychölogical tradition try to create realistie deci
sion scenarios, not in terms of mundane realism, but in the sense that they rely 
on pre--existing preferences of the participants and try to pose decision scenarios 
thatcapture the attention and involvement of the participants (McDermott, 2002). 
A key differenee to eeonomic experiments is the frequent use of deception for 
experimental manipulations. The information given to participants is optimized 
to ereate a convincing manipulation, not to provide objective and verifiable facts. 
From an ethical perspective, the use of deeeption makes it mandatory that par
ticipants are debriefed at the end of the study. Psyehological experiments of elec
toral decision making rely frequently on fietitious seenarios in order to control 
the amount and content of information available to participants. However, it is 
very common to use existing parties and existing party preferences, relinquishing 
much more eontrol than economic experimenters do. 
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Meffert and Gschwend (2011) embedded such an experiment in two actual 
state election campaigns in Germany, to test the effects of coalition signals and 
poll information on voting behavior for real parties in the laboratory. The deci
sion scenario presented to participants was thus highly realistic, and most infor
mation provided to participants was taken from the actual party platforms. A 
crucial advantage of experiments in the psychological tradition is the possibility 
to tap into and use the actual party preferences of participants, making a strategic 
voting decision psychologically more 'costly' compared with purely fictional 
parties and campaigns. 

Laboratory experiments usually use convenience samples that pose a chal
lenge to extemal validity, the extent to which the results can be generalized to the 
world outside. In this respect, cross-sectional surveys with a general population 
sample have a clear advantage over laboratory experiments, even if they fall short 
when assessing causal relationships. Survey ex.periments can often combine the 
advantages of randomized manipulations and control of laboratory experiments 
(internal validity) with the representative nature of general population surveys 
(extemal validity). Freden (2013), for instance, uses a survey experiment to sys
tematically manipulate coalition signals and poll results in order to estimate their 
effects on tbe probability of voting strategically. lrwin and Van Holsteyn (2008, 
2012) operationalized coalition signals as part of vignettes in a survey experi
ment in tbe Netherlands. These vignettes presented respondents with hypotheti
cal but plausible results of opinion polls and their consequences for the formation 
of the next coalition govemment. Using a similar survey experimental design, 
Gschwend, Meffert, and Stoetzer (2017) show that coalition signals increase 
the importance of coalition considerations and, at the same time, decrease the 
importance of party considerations in voters' utility function. Given the differ
ent advantages and disadvantages, experiments and surveys complement each 
other and both have and will continue to make useful contributions to the study 
of strategic voting. Both should have their place in the toolbox of the discerning 
researeher. 

Testing formal mechanisms and consequences of 
strategic voting: simulations 

Other tools that have become more popular in recent years are agent-based simu
lations and computational models. They are very common in the hard sciences 
to study problems that are too difficult to solve analytically. The same applies to 
formal models of strategic coalition voting because the identification of clear 
equilibria in realistic situations of mass elections with several parties, coalition 
formation rules, and voting thresholds has remained elusive so far. Simulations 
can help to establish how voters (or parties) behave if they are endowed witb 
certain attributes. This approach allows the researcher to derive implications 
about what would happen given a certain mechanism. By comparing the 
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simulation results with observable outcomes, one can make an argument about 
whether a certain mechanism seems to operate in the real world. Shlkano (2009) 
uses simulations to see what would happen to voters, and ultimately to a party 
system, in a mixed electoral system if voters simply take the national result as a 
heuristic to form their expectation about who is viable at the electoral-district 
level. By comparing the outcome to observable pattems of party competition in 
Germany, he finds evidence that some voters strategically desert their most pre
ferred party because they formed incorrect expectations about the election out
come in the electoral district. Clough (2007) similarly addresses the role of 
information in addition to institutional characteristics to predict under what 
conditions voters are Iikely to avoid wasting their vote on hopeless parties or 
candidates. Voters need information to form expectations. Tue results underline 
that, without information through polls or the electoral history heuristic, voters 
cannot see who is viable and therefore do not systematically desert minor parties. 
Finally, Meffert (2015) uses simulations to assess the mechanisms and how often 
various voting strategies maximize a voter's expected utility in a (hlghly simpli
fied) multiparty system with proportional representation, minimum vote thresh
olds, and coalition governments. The results indicate that such a political system 
in fact provides many different opportunities for strategic voting, contrary to 
what the traditional literature based on Duverger suggests. While theoretically 
expected, it often remains a challenge to obtain empirical evidence on whether 
real voters actually use such strategies. As with aggregate inference approaches, 
the link to observable individual-level behavior is weak. 

STRATEGIC VOTING, FOR BETTER OR WORSE, IS HERE TO STAY 

There are some basic messages we want the reader to take harne from this 
chapter. First, Strategie voting is about much more than it once seemed, and 
certainly more than merely acknowledging that some voters cast their vote for 
a less preferred option on tbe ballot in order to avoid wasting their vote. 
Depending on a voter's decision context and her preferences for the options on 

· the ballot, there might be several different features that characterize the election 
outcome she forms expectations about. Most prominent is the fact that in most 
countries a coalition of several parties is needed to form a govemment. The 
anticipation of who will form the new government is likely to introduce expec
tations that differ from considerations of whether a certain party or candidate is 
viable to win representation. In order to maximize their expected utility from 
voting, strategic voters deviate from their roost preferred option because of their 
expectations. Consequently, for testing observable implications of strategic 
voting we should conceptualize voters to have a utility or vote function that 
implies that the effect of preferences is conditional on expectations. Not all 
studies do tbat yet. 
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Second, despite all the eomplexity of strategic eoalition voting, especially 
in multiparty systems, voters ean do it - even without obtaining a PhD first. 
Strategie voters ean maximize their expeeted utility from voting by relying on 
eues, heuristics, and eoalition signals to simplify the deeision task. At the same 
time, it is also true that str.ategie voting is not a mass phenomenon, either beeause 
many voters do not let their expeetations moderate their preferences and rather 
vote expressively or because the electoral eontext does not provide incentives 
for strategic voting. Any time the most preferred party is viable and eompetitive, 
there is simply no incentive to vote for a different party short of trying to influ
ence the composition of a coalition government. 

Third, although the number of voters who deviate from their most preferred 
party beeause of some expectation about the election outcome might be low, Stra
tegie voting has undoubtedly important real-world eonsequences. Even though 
a few strategic voters might change who is winning in a particular district, it is 
hard to assess in which electoral districts the impact of strategic voting might 
have cbanged the outcome of the district race. Standard survey designs do not 
allow us to compare preferences and voting behavior of more than a handful of 
individuals in each electoral distriet. Typically, this is not enough to reliably esti
mate the number of strategic voters at the district level, although new approaches 
using small-area estirnation techniques get around that problem (Hermann et al., 
2016). Moreover, actual vote shares of parties at the national level are crucially 
important when party leaders negotiate a new coalition govemment that needs a 
majority in parliament. When looking at election results in multiparty systems, 
there are eountless examples that two pereentage points systematically east for 
certain parties and withheld from other parties might lead to different coalition 
governments, and therefore completely change the outcome of the election. By 
taking the role of coalitions in post-electoral bargaining processes and espe
cially voters' expectation of how they will play out more seriously, this chapter 
should remind scholars that the electoral rules in PR systems provide plenty of 
opportunities for strategic voting, more than is commonly assumed. Moreover, 
these findings also have important implications for the transformation and con-" 
solidation process, particularly for newly established democracies. Strategie vot
ing does not automatically facilitate the development of a stable party system 
because not all strategies favor large parties over marginal parties. The evidence 
reviewed in this chapter suggests that small parties can also benefit from strategic 
voting and thus might facilitate rather than prevent the fragmentation of a party 
system - something that might be of interest to electoral engineers when drafting 
new election laws. 

Fourth, major challenges remain. Theoretically, the full inventory of stra
tegie coalition voting is far from established, and formal models that can bet
ter capture the high eomplexity of the decision-making process are needed. 
Methodologically, the measurement of strategie voting especially with observed 
data such as surveys remains a challenge. Theory and research on strategie voting 
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are actively developed and will continue to bring new insights and answers to old 
questions. 

Finally, we turn to more normative aspects of strategic voting that we have 
conveniently neglected so far. Behaving strategically means by definition that 
voters support a party that does not reflect their highest preference. The fact 
that strategic voting decisions are not only based on preferences but also voters' 
expectations about the election outcome raises concerns for many people. We 
will address two of the most prominent criticisms in the remainder of this chapter. 
The first criticism of strategic voting goes as follows: 

1 Strategie voting is bad for democracy because voters' expectations can easily be manipulated. 

Strategie voting requires voters to form expectations about particular aspects of 
the election outcome and to include this information in their decision-making 
process. Depending on those assumptions, voters evefitually decide to cast a vote 
for a party other than their most-preferred one. In the previous sections, we have 
pointed out that there are various sources of information voters rely on in order 
to form their expectations about the election outcome. This information will not 
always be correct. We agree with observers who warn us that the media provid
ing citizens with such information could abuse their power by trying to manipu
late the election outcome. But it only works if very few and exclusive sources 
provide voters with the necessary information. For national election, this is a 
very unlikely scenario. National polls are typically not exclusively done by one 
firm or sponsored by only one customer. There seems to be a healtby competition 
between polling firms, at least in advanced and higbly developed democracies. 
Polis are not the only source of information voters can rely on. As we have 
shown above, there is rather evidence that voters or journalists seem to draw on 
other heuristics such as the electoral history (Forsythe et al„ 1993; Gschwend, 
2004, 2007; Lago, 2008) to form expectations. Even if polls are not available one 
can still rely on the election results of the last election (that are readily available) 
in order to form expectations about the likely outcome in a particular electoral 
district in an upcoming election. If polls are available, they are often treated with 
a healthy dose of skepticism - rightly or wrongly - especially when other 
sources to form expectations do provide a different message. After all, voters are 
not fools, in particular those that have an instrumental motivation. 

While the first point addressed the issue of expectations, the second prominent 
criticism does address the issue of whether elections accurately represent voters' 
preferences. 

2 Strategie voting is bad for democracy because voters 'misrepresent' their preferences. 

Some voters do not vote for their rnost preferred party ( or candidate) and, if they 
do this because of their expectations of the election outcome, those voters behave 
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strategically. lt might appear that these voters misrepresent their preferences. 
Some joumalistic accounts even get judgmental and suggest that this type of 
behavior is similar to lying (e.g. Warburton 2015). According to the critics, mis
representing preferences through strategic voting is undemocratic because the 
resulting vote tally is biased and therefore does not truly reflect the 'real' distri
bution of preferences of the public. 

Voting is not about lying. On the ballot, it typically says something like this: 
'place an X next to the party you wish to vote for'. Ballots do not instruct vot
ers to cast their vote for the party they like most. They don't have to. Neither is 
someone forced to vote strategically. Vaters choose to do so. And we think that 
there are good reasons for it. 

First, voters have to decide to support one option that is offered on the ballot. 
This already 'misrepresents' a voter's preference because he or she cannot vote 
for him or herself. Paraphrasing a former United States Secretary of Defense, 
Strategie voters work with the parties they have, not the parties they want. In 
the best-case scenario, he or she votes for a most preferred party or candidate 
on the ballot. This most-preferred option might still not represent a voter's 
preference on every potential issue. In representative democracies voters vote 
for parties (or more abstractly for policy bundles as some ffiight have it), but 
they cannot cast different votes, one for each relevant policy. There will never 
be a Rousseaunian world in which a resulting vote tally could ever truly reflect 
the volonte generale - the general will as reflected by the distribution of 'true' 
preferences of the public. Even if everyone voted for his or her most-preferred 
party, this does not imply that an election outcome represents the will of the 
people on every issue. PR systems are not better in this regard than majoritar
ian systems. 

Second, let's entertain the idea that everyone has to vote for her most preferred 
party. Is that a more democratic alternative? Thus, our hypothetical supporter of 
L actually casts a sincere vote. Suppose that all supporters of L prefer Cover R 
and together would give C a majority, but R wins the plurality vote because the 
opposition L and C did not coordinate. The election outcome would be that R 
determines policy although a majority would have preferred a different outcome. 
While hypothetical, such an outcome is not uncommon. In new democracies such 
as Albania and other Central Eastem countries large shares of the votes cast were 
wasted because they went to hopeless candidates or parties that did not win rep
resentation in parliament (Birch, 2003). Such an outcome is not unproblematic 
either because it threatens the legitimacy of the electoral process after votes have 
been translated into seats. The electoral process would be an inefficient way to 
aggregate preferences. In real elections, we will always find situations where 
parties compete without having a clear chance of winning. They might run this 
time tobe in a better position for the next general election, or they might hope to 
be more successful in other elections, for instance, at the local, state, or European 
level. Some parties do not compete to win but in order to get reimbursed for part 
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of their campaign costs. If voters care about making tbeir votes count rather than 
merely being counted, just voting for their most-preferred party is not a reason
able option. Consequently, strategic voting or 'voting with your head' can be a 
good thing for democracy, while 'voting with your heart' could pave the way for 
an inefficient outcöme. 

Thus, we maintain that strategic voting is good for democracy. lt is a valid way 
for citizens to use the electoral rules to translate their preferences into a desirable 
govemment and the best possible policy outcome they can expect. Strategie vot
ing can help to arrive at a more representative outcome in which voters' sincere 
preference distributions are reflected more closely in the subsequent policy out
put. lt might not happen all the time, but there is a good chance that such an out
come compares favorably to the outcome of an entirely sincere electorate. Thus, 
rather than being 'undemocratic', strategic voting can be a desirable feature given 
how the institutional mechanics of a representative democracy work. 
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