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Abstract: 

Do electoral rules affect public goods provision? This question has long been considered in Political 
Science and we have a large volume of theoretical, quantitative and qualitative literature on the subject. 
Almost all previous attempts at testing these theories, however, have been based on observational data, 
making the identification of electoral rules as the key mechanism inferred at best. We take advantage of 
the experimental method to test the effect of FPTP vs. PR electoral rules in the context of Thailand's 2011 
General Elections. Thailand uses a mixed electoral system and the electorate can cast two votes, one for 
an individual in a local constituency and one for a party at the national level. Do voters have different 
expectations regarding the distribution of government funds from politicians elected on these two tiers? 
We test this using an experimental survey two weeks prior to the elections on a nationally-representative 
sample of 8,455 voters. We present respondents with a brief description of a hypothetical candidate and 
ask them whether the information we provide makes them more or less likely to vote for the candidate. 
We randomly assign two treatments: First, whether the candidate is either "from your local constituency" 
or "a party list candidate"; second, whether the candidate has emphasized the improvement of either 
"health facilities in this province” or "the national health insurance scheme." Given our extremely large 
sample, we are able to add other treatments, which we discuss in the paper. The main result, however, is 
that we observe different policies affecting favorability towards candidates elected under different 
electoral rules. 

Draft prepared for the Political Economy Workshop, University of California San Diego, April 
30 2013 
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1. Introduction 

A wealth of studies in political science points to electoral rules as a significant determinant in the 

provision of public goods. Scholars have highlighted the effect of various features of electoral 

rules, such as district magnitude and the electoral formula, and explored a number of proxies for 

public goods provision, including government spending, policy types, and actual outcomes 

(Taagepera and Shugart 1989; Persson and Tabellini 1999, 2003, 2004b, 2004a; Lizzeri and 

Persico 2001; Gerring and Thacker 2001; Milesi-Ferretti, Perotti, and Rostagno 2002; Franzese 

and Nooruddin 2004; Rickard 2005, 2009; Persson, Roland, and Tabellini 2007; Thames and 

Edwards 2006; Edwards and Thames 2007; Hicken and Simmons 2008). The majority of these 

studies conclude that proportional representation (PR) rules with high district magnitudes tend to 

be associated with the highest levels of public goods provision. They reason that PR with high 

district magnitudes make politicians accountable to larger constituencies, making it more cost 

effective to distribute the government budget broadly rather than target narrow groups. 

Much of the theorizing and empirical testing of this logic has focused on the decisions and 

strategies of politicians. We know less about the role of the voter in this process. Do voters 

actively demand different policies under various electoral rules or are they simply passive actors, 

maximizing vote choice based on individual utility comparisons amongst candidates/parties? If 

they are non-passive actors, what logic do they utilize to make decisions? Do they make simple 

“type” decisions based on electoral rules, making our predictions similar to those of politician-

centered models? Or, do voters always prefer a certain kind of distribution (narrow or broad), 

regardless? Perhaps voters are sensitive to electoral strategy, such as the swing district logic, in 

the same way politicians are? And how do their preferences depend on partisanship, gender, etc.? 
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Lastly, do they hold opposition candidates accountable in the same way as candidates from their 

own party? Answering these questions will help us unpack the accountability link between 

politicians and constituents and thus more fully understand the role of electoral rules on public 

goods provision. 

We explore these questions in the context of Thailand’s 2011 elections for the lower house 

(Saphaphutaenratsadorn), which utilized a mixed-member electoral system. Mixed-member 

systems, as the name suggests, contain politicians elected under both types of electoral rules, 

majoritarian and proportional representation (PR). In Thailand, 375 (75%) of the politicians in 

the lower house are elected under majoritarian rules with single-member districts and 125 (25%) 

on a single national PR list. The two tiers are parallel, that is, the distribution of seats each tier is 

independent of the other.  Voters cast two separate votes, one on each tier. 

To test our various hypotheses, we conducted a survey experiment on a sample of 8,455 Thai 

voters two weeks prior to the 2011 general elections. We presented respondents with a 

description of a hypothetical candidate and varied 1/. whether the candidate was a constituency 

candidate or a list candidate, and 2/. how the candidate said he would spend government 

resources.4  We then asked respondents to indicate whether the information provided on the 

candidate made them more or less likely to vote for him. Comparing average effects of these two 

treatments, we find that electoral rules do affect how voters think about the provision of public 

goods. Specifically, when candidates espouse a policy platform opposite of that normally 

expected by a candidate running on that tier voters are more likely to support him. 
                                                

4 We did not vary the gender of the candidate in this experiment. Hence, we refer to the candidate as a ‘he’ 
throughout this paper. 
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We further investigate whether this dynamic holds based on the party ID of the candidate, which 

we also varied. We find that the results wash out unless we simultaneously take into account the 

party ID of the respondents. When we do so, we find that Pheu Thai and Democrat voters exhibit 

starkly different preferences over type of policy platform: Pheu Thai voters prefer public goods 

and Democrat voters prefer pork. They also respond differently to the electoral rules that 

candidates run under: Pheu Thai voters are especially keen to see the constituency MPs, 

regardless of candidate party affiliation, espousing public goods platforms. Conversely, 

Democrat voters respond differently to electoral rules based on whether the candidate is of their 

own party or the opposition. Given that party systems vary substantially across countries these 

results are quite country specific, but they do underscore a more general point about partisanship 

channeling voter preferences. This will likely help explain variance in  

Finally, we also find evidence to support a swing-district theory of electoral rules. Specifically, 

voters in swing districts have a clear preference for pork targeted to their local area. Perhaps 

expecting this from their constituency MP, swing-district voters are especially keen to see party-

list MP’s espousing pork policies. In contrast, voters in non-competitive districts prefer public 

goods. 

This study makes two important contributions, one methodological and one theoretical, to the 

literature on electoral rules. First, to our knowledge, this is the first experimental test of the effect 

of electoral rules on public goods provision. Experiments, with their benefit of random 

assignment of the treatment, provide a much more powerful test of the theory than observational 
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quantitative studies that rely mostly on cross-national variation in electoral rules.5 Second, this 

study is the first to test the role of the voter in public goods provision. The findings suggest that 

electoral rules do shape voter expectations regarding the type of government spending, but that 

other candidate, voter and district characteristics modify this effect in important ways. 

 

2. The Voter, Electoral Rules and Public Goods Provision 

Politician-Centered Accounts 

There are several theoretical stories given for how electoral rules shape public goods provision. 

Each of them typically begins with rational politicians seeking to gain and maintain office. Then, 

some combination of district magnitude (the number of legislative seats available per electoral 

district), or the electoral formula (how votes are translated into seats), shapes the type of 

resource distribution (broad or narrow) politicians choose in order to maximize their electoral 

prospects. In most accounts, especially those using formal models, the voter has no preference 

over the type of resource distribution, but simply maximizes individual utility based on the 

policy decisions of politicians or parties. 

Consider Persson and Tabellini’s (1999) classic account in which they argue that a combination 

of low district magnitude (single-member districts) and the plurality rule tend to make each party 

a sure winner in some of the districts, concentrating electoral competition in a small number of 

                                                

5 Persson (2005) identifies this as a significant problem in crossnational quantitative studies and suggests an 
empirical strategy that relies on transitions to democracy and their accompanying introduction of new electoral rules 
to increase the within-country variation. 
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pivotal districts. This account is all about which type of spending politicians choose based on 

electoral strategy. Only swing voters in swing districts make a difference in the model, and they 

simply choose the party that maximizes their individual utility. Thus, the model assumes that 

voters in those pivotal districts have a preference for narrowly targeted goods rather than a broad, 

programmatic spending policy. However, what are we to make of the preferences of voters in 

non-swing districts, or even non-swing voters in swing districts? Moreover, it is not hard to 

imagine a situation, the recent US general elections being a prime example, where even 

constituency MPs (members of the House) are held accountable for national spending policy. In 

short, the voter-politician link is under-theorized and remains untested in most accounts of 

electoral rules’ effect on public goods provision. 

In other politician-centered accounts, e.g. Persson and Tabellini (2000; 2004b) and Lizzeri and 

Persico (2001), scholars argue that the winner-takes-all property of the plurality rule essentially 

means that a ruling party only needs the support of 25% of the electorate (50% in 50% of the 

districts) compared to proportional representation which requires 50% of the national vote. 

Again the focus of policy type is in relation to politicians’ decisions. Persson and Tabellini state 

that under full PR “politicians have stronger incentives to internalize the policy benefits for 

larger segments of the population” (2004b, p.86). Similar politician-focused accounts include the 

argument that large district magnitudes spread benefits broadly across the entire nation because 

that is the only cost-effective way to reach all constituents (Franzese and Nooruddin 2004; 

Rickard 2005; Edwards and Thames 2007). Voter preferences over type of policy do not feature 

in the models, caring only about individual utility. 
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Voter-Centered Accounts 

One exception to the politician-centered accounts is Milesi-Fereti et al. (2002). In their model, 

society is composed of three social groups evenly distributed across regions of a country. Voters 

have preferences over broad transfers or narrowly targeted goods. Under PR in a single national 

district spending on narrow goods, on average, is even across regions. Thus, the majority social 

group cannot increase its utility from narrow goods, but can do so by increasing broad transfers 

with a slight bias toward its group. Conversely, under majoritarian rules and assuming social 

groups are distributed identically in each constituency, the majority group wins in each 

constituency. Thus, voters in each district have identical preferences over transfers, but different 

preferences over narrow goods—preferring ones directed toward their own district.6  From this 

logic we take our first hypothesis: 

H1: Under PR voters prefer politicians that undertake broad, public goods, but under 

majoritarian rules voters prefer politicians that target narrow goods to their constituency. 

The swing-district logic discussed in the previous section generates at least two additional 

hypotheses regarding voter preferences. First, voters under majoritarian systems know the 

tendency of politicians to target swing districts and thus, bar voters from the swing districts, 

                                                

6 This line of thought has precedence in the American literature. In 1978 Fenno noted that it it is often the case that 
voters have a dim view of Congress, yet believe their individual representative is doing a good job (the so-called 
“Fenno’s Paradox”). Representatives seem adept at separating their individual performance from collective views of 
Congress’s collective performance (Fenno 1978). Voters, for their part do not appear to hold legislators accountable 
for their collective actions or inaction (Jacobson 2004). Various scholars have shown that voters assess members of 
the House of Representatives differently than both the President and senators.  This leads to the oft-cited statistic 
that individual members of the House have much higher approval ratings in their constituency than either the House 
as a total body, senators from the state, or the President.  
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would prefer broad public goods. Alternatively, if swing districts are not static, i.e. different 

districts are pivotal in each election, then voters may prefer broad public goods knowing that in 

most elections they will lose out. In short, similar to the discerning party leaders in some 

accounts (McGillvray 2004; Stokes et. al. forthcoming) it is possible that voters’ preferences 

over policy are contingent on what kind of district there are in. In both these accounts we still 

expect voters under PR rules to prefer public goods. Thus we get our second and third 

hypotheses: 

H2: Only voters in pivotal districts under majoritarian rules prefer narrowly-targeted goods. All 

other voters, regardless of electoral rules, prefer broad public goods. 

H3: All voters prefer broad, public goods. 

This swing-district logic may of course lead to the same outcome as predicted by hypothesis 1 if 

voters in non-swing districts see pork as a necessary strategy to win the election and have their 

preferred party in government.7 

Finally, the literature on economic voting provides us with different expectations concerning 

voter preferences. Theories of economic voting posit that voters tend to make broad assessments 

of incumbent politicians’ success by analyzing personal financial situations and/or changes in the 

overall economy. A major implication of these economic voting theories are that voters punish 

and reward all politicians the same regardless of how they are elected. If all voters’ utility 

function is made up of an identical combination of narrowly-targeted goods and broad, public 

                                                

7 One weakness of our research design is that we are unable to discern preference from strategy. 
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goods then an increase in either that positively affects voters’ wellbeing will be rewarded at the 

ballot booth. As discussed above, this assumption seems to be what underlies the politician-

focused accounts discussed above. Politicians choose strategies that will result in the most 

efficient distribution of resources to the constituents that elect them with the assumption being 

that any net increase in voter economic utility leads to electoral support. We thus have our fourth 

hypotheses: 

H4: Voters have no preference over how governments spend money, regardless of electoral rules, 

as long as individual utility increases 

This interpretation of voters, however, might be too simplistic. It is possible that voters know 

that certain types of government spending may be more or less beneficial for the success of 

parties under different types of electoral rules. Thus, if voters under PR observe politicians 

distributing lots of narrowly-targeted goods they might rationally estimate that on average their 

utility will be lower. This holds even if they are the direct beneficiary of a narrow good in the 

present, because expectations about future utility will be lower. Likewise, voters under 

majoritarian rules may punish their constituency MP if she and her party only provide broad, 

public goods. These voters interpret the MP’s action as failure to “bring home the pork” and thus 

represent local interests. This logic could lead to the same outcome as H1, though with different 

underlying mechanisms.  However, this could also interact with partisanship. Voters may not 

care about the strategies of other parties as long as their own party is pursuing a winning strategy. 

We thus get a fifth hypothesis: 

H5: Under PR voters prefer candidates from their own party to undertake broad, public goods, 

and under majoritarian rules voters prefer candidates from their own party to pursue narrow 
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goods to their constituency. Voters are indifferent to the policies of candidates from other parties. 

Thus far our hypotheses have drawn from literatures that model voters preferences under a single 

set of electoral rules. However, since we are testing these hypotheses in a mixed-member 

electoral system, we need to consider the implications of voter policy preferences when MPs are 

from the same body elected under different rules. If we accept politicians as rational actors able 

to interpret the payoffs of various electoral rules, why not voters? Under the model developed by 

Milesi-Fereti, et. al. we expect voters under different kinds of electoral arrangements to have 

different preferences over the type of goods politicians promise and supply. Does a similar logic 

apply to mixed member systems, where the same voters cast separate votes under different 

electoral rules? When casting a plurality vote for a constituency MP are voter preferences over 

broad or narrow goods any different than when they cast a PR vote for a party list?8 While there 

is an abundance of studies of when and how party list and constituency candidates make 

different appeals to voters (Pekkanen et. al. 2005; Crisp 2007; Sieberer 2010), to our knowledge, 

there is no study about whether individual voter preferences over the type of appeals candidates 

make varies with the whether the candidate is a running for a party list or constituency seat.  

There are three possibilities. First, voters might separate MPs into two different types, holding 

separate preferences regarding the policies supported by each type of MP. This logic would lead 

to the predicted outcomes in H1. Second, preferences, as discussed above, may be contingent on 

                                                

8 There is a well-developed literature on voter behavior in mixed-member systems that examines the conditions 
under which individual voters split their votes across different parties (e.g. Moser and Scheiner 2009; Karp et. al. 
2001). Existing studies focus on the role that competitiveness and voter information play in shaping the incentives 
and capabilities of voters to strategically split their vote. These studies assume that voters have a fixed preference for 
a political party, but that they deviate from that preference in their constituency vote when they have information 
that the candidate from their preferred party is not competitive. 
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the competitiveness of their district, consistent with H2. Third, A large literature on mixed-

member systems, however, refers to contamination effects (Herron and Nishikawa 2001; Cox 

and Schoppa 2002; Moser and Scheiner 2004). Contamination effects have to do with the 

influence of one tier on outcomes and behavior on the second tier. It thus might not be possible 

to discern between members of the same body. This line of reasoning would lead to the predicted 

outcomes in H3 where all voters prefer broad, public goods, or vice-versa, hence an additional 

hypothesis: 

H6: All voters prefer narrowly targeted goods. 

Given that mixed systems have a proportion of the parliament elected under majoritarian rules, 

we might also expect the swing-district logic to apply and give us the outcome expected in H2.  

Finally, just as under pure majoritarian or PR systems, voter preferences may depend on 

partisanship giving us the outcomes predicted in H5. In sum, mixed systems allow us to test all 

of the foregoing hypotheses. 

 

3. The Thai Political Landscape in 2011 

Before proceeding to describe our research design, we provide a brief historical background to 

Thai political context that are germane to the 2011 elections. From this review we derive several 

additional, Thailand-specific hypotheses.  

In 1932 a group of military and bureaucratic elite overthrew the absolute monarchy. Over the 

next 40 years Thailand alternated between short-lived (semi-) democratic episodes and longer 
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periods of rule by military and bureaucratic elite (Riggs 1966). At times governments included 

the democratic trappings of a parliament and political parties, but these periods were brief and 

were footnotes to the real struggle for power that took place between different factions of the 

military and bureaucratic elite.  

In the shadow of bureaucratic-military rule social organizations in Thailand were slow to 

develop. This is particularly true for political parties. For much of Thailand's post-1932 history 

political parties (when they weren't banned outright) were bit players in Thai politics.9  Indeed, 

many considered them as largely epiphenomenal to politics and policymaking in Thailand. This 

began to change during the 1970s and 1980s. The democratic, party-led governments of the mid-

1970s together with the return of regular democratic elections in the 1980s worked to gradually 

increase the importance of elected office, along with the primary vehicle for obtaining that office, 

political parties.  

However, while parties became more important as vehicles to obtaining power and access to 

government resources, they remained remarkably weak, factionalized, and under-

institutionalized. For the most part political parties were not distinguishable by their policy 

platforms and were not focused on broad national policies. Voters, during this same period, were 

largely interested in particularistic goods and services and tended to reward candidates who did a 

good job at targeting goods and services to narrow geographic constituencies or political 

interests (Hicken 2007; Nishizaki 2006; Selway 2011). The conventional wisdom held that there 

was variation across regions of Thailand in terms of preferences over broad versus narrowly-

                                                

9 This sections draws on Hicken 2009. 
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targeted goods and services. Bangkok and Southern Thailand, due in part to higher levels of 

economic development and weaker patron-client ties, were seen as having stronger preferences 

for broad public goods compared to voters in the poorer, and more populous North and Northeast 

(e.g. Anek 1996). 

As discussion turned to the topic of constitutional reform in the mid-1990s one concern for 

reforms was how to increase interest and investment in broad policies by parties, candidates and 

voters. In 1997 Thailand adopted a new constitution, aiming to correct some the perceived 

weaknesses in the political system.10 The constitutional reforms provided rewards for the 

development of and investment in party labels on the part of party leaders and candidates, and 

new incentives for voters to place party before person or faction. In the wake of the reforms 

Thailand experienced a dramatic drop in the number of political parties and a more gradual, but 

significant rise in the importance of party labels and partisan identity (Hicken 2009; Selway 

2011) 

The chief beneficiary of these changes was Thaksin Shinawatra and his newly-formed Thai Rak 

Thai party. The constitution provided new rewards for programmatic campaigning and Thaksin 

and his party took advantage of those incentives to craft a party platform that included a number 

of policies designed to appeal to large segment of the electorate and differentiating the party 

from its rivals. This was a marked change. In the past parties were notable for the lack of real 

differences in their platforms and their focus on the provision of pork and other particularistic 

benefits. Thai Rak Thai’s strategy proved popular and effective and, combined with the 

                                                

10 For the details of these reforms and their effects on the party system see Hicken 2006. 
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incentives of the new constitution, helped the party win the 2001 election, and return to power in 

a 2005 electoral landslide. 

Thai Rak Thai was the first elected Thai party to enjoy a majority in parliament and Thaksin 

used this position of power, together with new leverage over party factions, to centralize political 

authority within Thai Rak Thai, and particularly within the office of the Prime Minister. This 

centralization of authority, and accompanying allegations of abuse of power against Thaksin, 

began to generate significant opposition from some quarters of Thai society and eventually led to 

his being ousted from office in a military coup. 

Thaksin’s ouster ushered in a period of intense political instability. The supporters of Thaksin 

rallied around their ousted leaders, and, wearing red-shirts, demanded that he be restored to 

power. At the same time, the yellow-shirts continued to protest against Thaksin’s return to 

political life, and demanded that his political allies be excluded from government. Protests and 

occupations by these two groups severely disrupted life in Bangkok and shut down significant 

potions of the city between 2006 and 2010. In the 2010 security forces cracked down on red-shirt 

protesters, resulting in more than 80 deaths and more than 2,100 injuries. 

The protests and social unrest reflected, in part, some fundamental changes to Thai politics. Over 

the course of the 2000s a political cleavage that had simmered beneath the surface for decades 

gradually came to the surface. The nature of the cleavage has been described as both a class 

cleavage as well as a regional cleavage. On the one side were relatively poor voters concentrated 

in the North and Northeast of Thailand. Numerically a majority this set of voters had often been 

both politically and economically marginalized over the course of Thailand’s history. (Some 

Thais hold stereo-typical views of Northeasters as backward hillbillies). On the other side were 
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middle class and well-to-do voters, concentrated in Bangkok and the South of Thailand. This 

division had long existed in Thailand, but it had never directly mapped onto partisan politics. 

That changed after 1997. Thai Rak Thai’s policies, while universal in their design, none-the-less 

disproportionately benefited the relatively poorer populations in the North and Northeast. The 

combination of these policies and enhanced incentives for party-oriented voting under the 1997 

constitution, began to transform what had been an atomized electorate in the North and Northeast 

into a partisan electorate—one which was strongly behind Thaksin and his party, and which, 

when voting as a block, was a numeric majority. In short, this social cleavage had become 

partisan in a way Thailand had never before seen (Hicken and Selway 2012; Hicken 

Forthcoming). 

The 2006 coup helped crystallize and catalyze this growing division. Thaksin’s opponents 

rejoiced at his ouster. His supporters, however, rallied in red, and expressed their support by 

voting against the military-designed and backed constitution in 2007, and in favor the successor 

party to the Thai Rak Thai in elections later the same year. When that party was victorious at the 

polls, the yellow shirts went back to the streets, occupying the Government House and eventually 

the airport until a ruling by the Constitutional Court disbanded the ruling party, and removed the 

prime minister from office. It was then the red-shirts’ turn to protest, culminating in the violence 

of the Spring, 2010. 

This was the context and history when Thai voters went to the polls in 2011. In light of the 

changes described above we are interested in what motivated the Thai electorate when selecting 

candidates for national elections. For decades the answer given by most scholars of Thailand has 

been ties with individual candidates—ties formed from lasting patron-client relationships as well 
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as the targeted delivery goods, services, and cash (often in the form of vote buying). Party 

affiliation or policy promises played little role in voters’ decisions. This suggests that H6 is what 

we should find in Thailand, i.e. voters interested only in pork regardless of the electoral rules. 

However, as just described the Thai polity has undergone enormous change in the past decade. 

Hicken and Selway (2012) argue that the 1997 constitutional changes were the initiating factor 

and that bolstered by the 2006 coup and ensuing red-yellow shirt politics, that regional cleavages 

have solidified into the party system and that the Thai electorate has developed a preference for 

nationally-oriented, popular policies. This suggests that at least H1 is correct and that the 

introduction of a PR upper tier has led to voters demanding public goods from list MPs, but that 

maybe H3 is now a better description of Thai voters and that most of the electorate prefers public 

goods from all types of candidates. Given the especially strong level of polarization between the 

two main political parties in Thailand, however, it is quite likely that we also find strong 

interactions with party ID. Thus, whatever average effects we find, it is likely that H5 holds 

some sway in our study. 

 

4. Description of Survey Experiment 

To test these hypotheses, we administered a survey experiment to a nationally-representative, 

random sample of Thai voters in the two weeks preceding the 2011 national elections. The 

survey was administered by the Assumption Business Administration College (ABAC) Poll 

Research Center at Assumption University, Thailand’s largest and most-respected polling 

organization, using a multi-stage random sample identical to the one they use in all their 
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nationally-representative polls.11  Our final sample size was 8,455 individuals. Respondents were 

interviewed in person by a trained interviewer.  In addition to our experimental manipulation, we 

asked a battery of personal demographic questions and basic political questions (which can be 

found in the appendix). 

Respondents were provided with a brief description of a hypothetical candidate, and then asked 

whether the information makes them more or less likely to vote for that candidate. For example, 

here is the baseline description of the Pheu Thai party constituency candidate, which includes 

information on his region of residence as well as the espousal of a policy platform, but excludes 

regarding loyalty to the monarchy or affiliation with a mass movement (actual Thai text follows). 

Mr. Hypothetical12 (hypothetical name) is a candidate in your constituency in the upcoming 
election for the Pheu Thai party.  He is from the Isan region and in recent speeches has 
emphasized the improvement of the national health insurance scheme. 

นายสมมต ิ (นามสมมต)ิ เปนผูสมัครรับเลือกตั้ง ส.ส.ในพื้นที่เขตเลือกตั้งของคุณ ซึ่งเปนผูสมัครจาก 
พรรคเพื่อไทย เขามาจากภาคอิสานและไดปราศรัยที่เนนถึงการพัฒนาโครงการหลักประกันสุขภาพแหงชาต ิ

All else being equal, does the above information make you more or less likely to vote for this 
candidate? 

Much more likely  
Somewhat more likely 
Somewhat less likely  
Much less likely  

ในทุกรูปแบบ ถาคุณสมบัติดานอื่น ๆ ของผูสมัครรับเลือกตั้งในเขตการเลือกตั้งของทานเหมือน ๆ กัน 
ขอมูลของนายสมมติที่ใหมาจะทําให คุณเลือกผูสมัครที่เปนนามสมมติคนนี้มากนอยเพียงใด 
                                                

11 We need to provide the technical details of this in the appendix. 
12 We thought this was an amusing translation since they refer to him not only as Mr. Hypothetical, but also remind 
the respondent that the surname is hypothetical.  We were assured that this is standard practice.  
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[ ] 1. เปนไปไดมากที่จะเลือกผูสมัครคนนี้ตามขอมูลที่ใหมา 
[ ] 2. เปนไปไดคอนขางมากที่จะเลือกผูสมัครคนนี ้
[ ] 3. เปนไปไดคอนขางนอย 
[ ] 4. เปนไปไดนอยมมากที่จะเลือกผูสมัครคนนี ้

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of multiple descriptions of the hypothetical 

candidate. These additional treatments were as follows13: 

1. Electoral Tier: 

a. “is a candidate in your constituency in the upcoming election” 

b. “is a party list candidate in the upcoming election” 

2. Party: 

a. “for the Pheu Thai party” 

b. “for the Democrat party” 

3. Region: 

a. “He is from Isan” 

b. “He is from Bangkok” 

4. Platform: 

a. “has emphasized the improvement of health facilities in this province”  

b. “has emphasized the improvement of the national health insurance scheme” 

                                                

13 There were two additional treatments that are irrelevant to this study: social movement (He has been involved in 
the UDD/PAD political movements over the past few years) and monarchy (He pledges to defend the monarchy 
from all threats). 
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This gives us a 2x2x2x2 design, or 16 cells. The cell size for each treatment averages roughly 

520 cases, a number that ensures a good degree of statistical power and the ability to look at 

subgroups of respondents.  520*16The randomization across treatments was successful except 

for age and income, as there are no statistically significant differences for gender, education, 

occupation, urban-rural, religion, language, or partisanship.14 

Demand for Local Health Infrastructure 

To check that our policy platform treatment worked, we differentiate districts based on need for 

local health infrastructure. It could be that voters in areas with a high need for health facilities 

interpret the policy platforms differently from those where the health infrastructure is good—

after all, improving local health facilities is not inconsistent with a broad, nationally-oriented 

public goods policy that aims to improve hospitals where the need is greatest. However, we 

maintain that, given the strong association of hospital building with pork in Thailand, voters take 

this as a cue for the type of politician they face. We use provincial-level data on the population-

to-bed ratio from the Thai Ministry of Public Health.15 To reflect the reality that rural districts 

have much lower levels of infrastructure, we multiply the beds-per-population number by two for 

non-municipal districts.16 We then create a dummy of low and high infrastructure districts by 

                                                

14 16 of the 64 cells had a significantly different distribution of age, even when collapsed into quartiles (age2).  
Gender there was just 1 cell; age 21 cells; education 9 cells; occupation 5 cells; income 26 cells; religion 4 cells; 
language 1 cell. 
15 District-level information on health infrastructure is not provided by the MOPH 
16 We get similar results without taking the urbanization of the district into consideration.   
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dividing the sample at the mean. We find no difference in terms of policy preference between 

voters from areas with high levels of health infrastructure versus those from low-level areas.17 

 

5. Results 

To test our hypotheses we perform simple difference of means tests between those who received 

the constituency candidate treatment and those who received the party list candidate treatment.  

Table 3 displays the results. We begin with the base models in rows 1 and 4, which display the 

difference in means for the whole sample. These models do not take into account the candidate’s 

platform or party affiliation and therefore are simply tests of whether voters prefer their local 

candidate to an essentially randomly selected PR list candidate, or prefer pork to public goods. 

Similar to US voters, Thai voters do show a slight preference for their local candidate (Model 1). 

They are 2% more likely to vote for a candidate, holding all else equal, simply by knowing he is 

running in their constituency compared to running on the PR national list.18 Thai voters also 

show a slight preference for pork, but the difference is very small and statistically insignificant 

(Model 4). This rules out hypotheses 3 and 6. 

 

 
                                                

17 However, voters from districts with low health infrastructure prefer public goods from their constituency MPs, but 
are indifferent to party list candidates. Voters from districts with high infrastructure are indifferent. We think this is 
due to the influence of the Northeast, which is heavily Pheu Thai, which makes up just under half of all low-
infrastructure districts. 
18 We calculate this by dividing the value in the difference column by the value in the combined column. 



Electoral Rules, Public Goods Experiment  Selway, Hicken, & Kannika 

   Constituency 
candidate 

Party list 
candidate 

Combined Difference Pr(|diff|>0) 

1. Full sample  2.58 2.52 2.55 0.06 0.003 
2. Pork Platform  2.57 2.54 2.55 0.03 0.166 
3. Public Goods Platform  2.59 2.50 2.54 0.09 0.002 
   Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
4. Full sample  2.55 2.54 2.55 0.01 0.267 
5. Constituency candidate  2.57 2.59 2.58 -0.02 0.286 
6. Party list candidate  2.54 2.50 2.52 0.04 0.082 

Table 1. Effects of Electoral Rule and Policy Platform Treatments, All Voters 

The results of Model 2 and 3 are the supportive of the idea that voters view the role of party list 

and constituency MPs differently. When we muddy the difference between candidates across the 

two tiers we get interesting results. When both candidates espouse a pork platform (Model 2) 

voters no longer distinguish between which tier a candidate is running on. It appears that that the 

promise of pork helps voters better connect with the party list candidate. Model 3, however, 

shows that when both candidates run on a public goods platform voters favor the constituency 

candidate even more (3% more likely to vote for him). Here, we think that while public goods 

promises are expected of party list candidates, promising public goods sets a local candidate 

apart and boosts his/her credibility. 

Models 5 and 6 show these dynamics from a slightly different angle. Model 5 tells us that voters 

have a slight preference for constituency candidates that run on a public goods platform. The 

difference is not statistically significant, however. Model 6 confirms that voters prefer party list 

candidates that run on pork platforms. Thus far there is inconclusive evidence that voters judge 

constituency candidates based on their ability to bring home the pork and party list candidates on 

a credible policy-oriented platform. Our interpretation, which is strongly supported by existing 

accounts of the effect of electoral rules, is that expect a certain policy from each type of 

candidate, and like candidates better when they see evidence of the other type of policy. 



Electoral Rules, Public Goods Experiment  Selway, Hicken, & Kannika 

However, the evidence is also consistent with the interpretation that voters have the exact 

opposite preferences as Hypothesis 1 predicts: they expect pork from party list candidates and 

national public goods from constituency candidates. What we can say, however, is that there is 

no support for H4, that voters have no preference over policy type. 

Swing Districts 

Next, we test the theory that pivotal districts have different policy preferences than ones where 

the victor wins with ease. We use actual constituency-level data and compute a measure that 

divides the second-placed candidate’s vote tally by the victor’s. We then divide the sample in 

half at the 50th percentile.19 The competitive districts display opposite policy preferences from the 

non-competitive ones. Specifically, competitive districts prefer pork and non-competitive ones 

prefer public goods. Voters in competitive districts, moreover, while preferring pork from both 

types of candidates, are especially keen to see party list candidates espouse targeted goods to 

their district (the result is statistically insignificant for the constituency candidate). This is 

precisely what we would expect from voters in swing districts. It seems they view party list 

candidates as akin to national leaders who would need to sacrifice nationally-oriented public 

goods goals in order to target goods to their district. 

 All Voters  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
7. Swing  2.51 2.44 2.47 0.08 0.009 
8. Non-swing  2.59 2.64 2.62 -0.05 0.041 
9. Constituency, Swing  2.56 2.52 2.54 0.04 0.184 
10. Party list, Swing  2.47 2.36 2.41 0.11 0.008 
11. Constituency, Non-swing  2.57 2.65 2.61 -0.07 0.039 
12. Party list, Non-swing   2.61 2.64 2.62 -0.03 0.244 

                                                

19 For robustness, we also divide the sample into quartiles.  The results are essentially the same, except that the least 
competitive districts are indifferent between policy types. 
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Table 2. Effects of Electoral Rule and Policy Platform Treatments, By District Competitiveness 

In contrast, voters in non-competitive districts especially hold constituency MPs to the public 

goods platform. They do this, we argue, because knowing they will not benefit from a narrow 

targeting party they need their constituency MPs to encourage national leaders to be more 

committed to broad public policies. They also show a preference for party list MPs to espouse 

public goods, but this results is not statistically significance. 

Party ID 

We now investigate the effect of party ID.  We expect the results presented above, averaged 

across all voters and candidates, mask interesting party dynamics. We can imagine in the US, for 

example, that Democrat voters might hold Republican candidates to a higher public goods 

standard than they do Democrat candidates, and vice versa. The average effect, therefore, would 

be zero, but it would be masking what was really going on. Similarly, we break down our results 

by both the hypothetical candidate’s party affiliation and the voters’ partisanship. 

 All Voters  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
13. Constituency, Pheu Thai  2.75 2.75 2.75 0.00 0.484 
14. Party list, Pheu Thai  2.68 2.66 2.67 0.02 0.295 
15. Constituency, Democrat  2.39 2.42 2.41 -0.03 0.223 
16. Party list, Democrat  2.39 2.34 2.36 0.06 0.079 
 Pheu Thai Voters  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
17. Constituency, Pheu Thai  3.15 3.23 3.19 -0.08 0.078 
18. Party list, Pheu Thai   3.1 3.08 3.09 0.02 0.359 
19. Constituency, Democrat   2.02 2.10 2.06 -0.08 0.081 
20. Party list, Democrat   1.96 2.01 1.98 -0.04 0.237 
 Democrat Voters  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
21. Constituency, Pheu Thai   2.12 2.10 2.11 0.01 0.451 
22. Party list, Pheu Thai   2.18 2.03 2.11 0.15 0.062 
23. Constituency, Democrat   3.28 3.16 3.22 0.12 0.066 
24. Party list, Democrat   3.28 3.34 3.31 -0.05 0.249 
Table 3. Effects of Electoral Rule and Policy Platform Treatments, By Voter Party ID 
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Models 13-16 show the results based on candidate party affiliation, Pheu Thai or Democrat. 

Since the models do not take voter partisanship into consideration, we are not surprised at the 

lack of statistically significant differences here. Voters only seem to respond to the party list 

Democrat, slightly preferring when he espouses a pork platform (Model 16). The remaining 

models further break down the results based on voter partisanship. 

We begin with Pheu Thai voters in Models 17-20.  We see first that Pheu Thai voters tend to 

prefer constituency candidates who focus beyond the their narrow constituency and offer up 

more general policy proposals. They particularly like it when constituent candidates from their 

own party allude to national health care policy. It is interesting that voters seem to find these 

policy platforms credible. They expect that individual candidates, as a member of what has 

become a relatively disciplined party with an established reputation in the area of health policy, 

can deliver on those policy promises. This represents a significant shift from past norms (Hicken 

2007). Pheu Thai voters also prefer constituency candidates from the opposing Democrat party 

who offer public goods, although they favor them less than candidates from their own party as 

we would expect. Finally, it appears that, in contrast to the full sample, Pheu Thai voters do not 

reward party list candidates from any party who offer up particularlistic benefits. In fact, for 

party list candidates it appears that the type of appeal matters very little. This is consistent with 

an expectation that the promises of individual candidates on the party list are less important to 

voters given that party list candidates can be expected to toe party line. For Pheu Thai voters, 
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then, what party list candidates offer seems to make little difference, while constituency 

candidates can get a boost by pledging to support broad policy initiatives. 20  

In Models 21-24, we see that Democrat voters behave somewhat differently. As expected, 

Democrat voters prefer Democrat candidates, whether list or constituency, over Pheu Thai 

candidates. However, in contrast to Pheu Thai voters Democrats prefer constituency candidates 

from their party to offer up promises of locally-targeted goods. This is interesting given the 

longstanding reputation, prior to the rise of Thai Rak Thai at least and in some analysts21 eyes 

after that, of the Democrat party and its voters as the most policy-oriented of any in Thailand. In 

addition, as we saw with Pheu Thai voters, the kind of appeal that Democrat party list candidates 

makes generates no significant difference in terms of level of support. Democrat voters also 

seem innocuous to the kind of appeal that opposition constituency candidates make. However, 

when it comes to Pheu Thai party list candidates a particularistic appeal does significantly boost 

the appeal of that candidate.22 We do not have a convincing explanation for this result other than 

the more general observation that Democrat voters seem to prefer promises of locally-targeted 

goods. 

In sum, it seems that party ID affects public goods dynamics. Pheu Thai voters want public 

goods from all types of candidates, and particularly reward constituency candidates who make a 

                                                

20 When we break down the results by region instead of party we find similar results. The Northeast region, heavy 
supporters of Pheu Thai, prefer public goods, especially from their constituency MPs. 
21 See for example McCargo and Urit (2005) 
22 Turning to undecided voters, they like the Democrat candidate more when he espouses pork in three of the four 
models. A public goods platform only seems to help the Democrat constituency MP. Supporters of other parties 
respond quite differently based on the partisanship of the candidate. They are indifferent to the platform of the Pheu 
Thai candidate, but prefer pork from Democrat candidates regardless of which tier they run on. See Appendix for 
Tables. 



Electoral Rules, Public Goods Experiment  Selway, Hicken, & Kannika 

point of promising broad public policies. By contrast, Democrats respond better to pork 

platforms with the effect of electoral rules depending on whether they are evaluating a co-

partisan or opposition candidate. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, we explored the effect of electoral rules on voter preference for public goods 

policies. Using a survey experiment in Thailand’s mixed-member electoral system just prior to 

the 2011 national elections, we varied several characteristics of a hypothetical candidate amongst 

a nationally representative random sample of Thai voters. We found evidence that electoral rules 

matter. Specifically, we found that candidates that espouse a policy uncharacteristic of a 

candidate running under a given set of electoral rules tend to be favored by voters. However, this 

depends on whether voters are from a swing district or not. In swing districts, voters prefer pork 

policies, especially from PR list MP’s. Voters in non-swing districts, conversely, prefer public 

goods and seem to hold majoritarian MPs running in their constituency accountable. Both these 

results seem to support previous politician-centered accounts regarding how electoral rules affect 

public goods provision. There is also significant variation when candidate and voter party ID is 

brought into the picture. 

All this represents a mere first cut at this question of the effect of electoral rules on the voter-

politician accountability link. Future studies should certainly try to distinguish between core 

expectations about candidates from marginal dynamics. Our experiment specifically asked if, 

“all else being equal” whether the information we presented would make them more or less 
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likely to vote for a hypothetical candidate. However, our interpretation of the results still relies 

heavily on a core assumption about what the voters are holding equal, i.e. they expect/prefer 

public goods from PR list MP’s and pork from constituency MP’s. This seems crucial to unpack 

going forward. 

Future studies could also try to parse voter preference from voter strategy. This would help better 

understand the results in non-swing districts we find in this paper. If voters in non-swing districts 

do prefer public goods, why do politicians favor the preferences of the swing districts? Of course, 

we can argue that this aligns with their interest and thus ultimately the interests of strong 

partisans in non-swing districts, but we are still missing a part of the story. 

The field would certainly benefit from replicating the experiment in a different country. Mixed-

member systems might behave differently. The literature on contamination effects certainly 

suggests that we might expect one of the two electoral rules to dominate in such a country. If so, 

past literature has certainly pointed to the strong effect of PR in Thailand. Yet, we still see 

evidence of preference for pork in both swing districts and by Democrat voters. 

Lastly, the results on party ID are likely to be heavily Thailand specific. Several factors could be 

at play here. We have already discussed the association of broad, national policies with a single 

party in Thailand (Pheu Thai), but the high level of party polarization, strong regional voting 

patterns and even the size of the largest party could be producing unique results. 
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Appendix 

 Undecided Voters  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
19. Constituency, Pheu Thai   2.54 2.42 2.48 0.12 0.072 
20. Party list, Pheu Thai   2.45 2.44 2.44 0.01 0.467 
21. Constituency, Democrat   2.32 2.39 2.36 -0.07 0.189 
22. Party list, Democrat   2.38 2.32 2.34 0.06 0.205 
 Voters for Other Parties  Pork Platform PG Platform Combined Difference Pr(diff≠0) 
23. Constituency, Pheu Thai  2.58 2.55 2.56 0.03 0.380 
24. Party list, Pheu Thai  2.49 2.59 2.54 -0.10 0.128 
25. Constituency, Democrat  2.51 2.34 2.43 0.17 0.049 
26. Party list, Democrat  2.56 2.41 2.48 0.15 0.047 
Table A1. Effects of Electoral Rule and Policy Platform Treatments, Undecided and Other 
Voters 

 


