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Abstract
We study the primacy effects that occur when voters cast their votes because a candidate 
or party is listed first on a ballot. In the elections that we analyzed, there are three potential 
types of such effects that might occur when voters vote for (1) the first candidate listed 
on the ballot in single-member district (SMD) elections (candidate primacy); (2) the first 
party listed on the ballot in open-list proportional representation (OLPR) elections (party 
primacy); or (3) the first candidate on a party list in OLPR elections (list primacy). We 
estimated the party primacy effect (2) and established that there was no interaction between 
(2) and (3). A party primacy effect is especially difficult to estimate because parties’ posi-
tions on ballots are typically fixed in all multi-member districts (MMDs) and it is impos-
sible to separate the first-position “bonus” from a party’s normal electoral performance. A 
rare natural experiment allowed us to estimate the primacy party bonus between 6.02 and 
8.52% of all votes cast for the 2014 Polish local elections. We attribute the large size of 
such bonus to the great complexity of voting in the OLPR elections, especially the much 
longer ballots, voting in many simultaneous elections, and ballot design as a booklet rather 
than a sheet.
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1 Introduction

The ballot order effect reflects how the position of a candidate or party on a ballot affects 
the number of votes they receive. A special case is a primacy effect, which reflects the 
“bonus” received for being listed first on the ballot. Our goal is to provide the first estimate 
in the literature of the primacy effect for parties in open-list proportional representation 
(OLPR) elections.

In proportional representation (PR) systems, voters can express their party preferences 
in many ways. With a closed-list PR ballot,1 voters choose only among party lists, and the 
seats are allocated according to the candidates’ pre-assigned positions. In OLPR systems, 
ballot structures vary. For example, in the Czech Republic, voters may vote separately for a 
party and a candidate or they may vote only for a party; a candidate whose name is placed 
low on the list needs to receive a certain percentage of votes to bypass higher-ranked can-
didates. In the OLPR variant used in Poland, such a "split ticket" vote is impossible. Voters 
cast one vote for one candidate, which is also automatically counted as a vote for the candi-
date’s party, and those candidates with the most votes on the party list receive the seats that 
were won by the party.

We estimated the corresponding party primacy bonus associated with a party being 
listed first on the ballot for the Polish local elections of 2014. The bonus was defined as the 
difference between the percentages of actual votes cast for the first-listed party and the esti-
mated percentages that a party would have received had there been no primacy effects. Our 
main hypothesis is that the party primacy bonus in OLPR elections is positive. The intui-
tion behind the hypothesis is simple: Ballots in OLPR elections include many candidates, 
and the complexity of choices in OLPR elections motivates some voters to vote for the 
first-listed party. Asking voters to make choices in a PR system on two levels—interparty, 
i.e., the choice of a favorite party, and intraparty, i.e., the choice of a candidate within a 
voter’s favorite party—can amplify the confusion.

In 2014, an exceptional natural experiment made it possible to rigorously test our 
hypothesis. A relatively large party, PiS (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość—Law and Justice), was 
listed first in districts in about one-fourth of all counties but second or third in the remain-
ing districts in county elections, where a medium-size party, PSL (Polskie Stronnictwo 
Ludowe—Polish People’s Party), was listed first. At the same time, PiS was always listed 
second or third in parallel elections run at the higher provincial level: PSL was always 
listed first, which provided a valuable explanatory variable for differences in PiS or PSL’s 
performance by position on the ballot in the county elections. Utilizing that natural experi-
ment, we estimated the party primacy bonus for both PiS and PSL. To the best of our 
knowledge, these are the first estimates of such an effect to be reported in the literature.

The paper proceeds as follows. In Sects. 2 and 3, we explain the structure of local gov-
ernments in Poland and the elections that provide our data. The natural experiment is 
described in Sect. 4 and estimates provided in Sect. 5. The final section concludes with a 
discussion and policy recommendations.

1 Terminological nuances and ambiguities arise with list-based PR systems; e.g., the Czech system is often 
called semi-open, while the Polish system is called open a well as semi-open. See Passarelli (2020) for a 
review of many variants and naming conventions.
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2  Primacy effects in various electoral systems

The following three types of primacy effects were potentially present in the local elections 
that we analyzed:

1. Candidate primacy In single-member district (SMD) elections, primacy with respect to 
candidate positions on ballots

2. Party primacy In OLPR elections, primacy with respect to parties’ positions on ballots
3. List primacy In OLPR elections, primacy with respect to candidate positions on party 

lists.

The classification above is by no means exhaustive. Primacy effects likewise may appear 
for other voting methods (approval voting, ranking of candidates in STV [single transfer-
able vote], SNTV [single non-transferable votes in multi-member districts (MMDs)], and 
so on) The main difference between SMD and OLPR elections is that parties in the lat-
ter compete not with single candidates but with lists of candidates. Thus, voters choose a 
party and a candidate on a party’s list. Those two choices may create two positional effects 
in OLPR systems, numbers 2 and 3 above, in contrast to a single effect in SMD systems. 
Below, we describe the three effects in more detail.

The first effect, candidate primacy, has been studied most extensively in first-past-the-
post (FPTP) and majority runoff (MR) systems, the alternative vote elections in Australia 
(Orr, 2002), or MMD elections with candidates competing but no parties. Competitors in 
such elections have long recognized the advantage of being first on the ballot, and some 
have even changed their names strategically to earn alphabetical bonuses (Wilson, 1912, p. 
593). Courts have become so familiar with that effect that they often refer to it as common 
knowledge in reversing election outcomes (Alvarez & Hasen, 2006). Typical estimates of 
the bonus vary from 1% in Australia (King & Leigh, 2009) to 2.3% for first place over last 
place on the ballot (Miller & Krosnick, 1998) or 3.3% in nonpartisan elections (Ho & Imai, 
2008). In general, the strength of the effect is amplified by factors such as ballot length 
(Grant, 2017; Webber et al., 2014), lack of partisan endorsements (Ho & Imai, 2008), lack 
of information about candidates (Song, 2019), the low profile of primary elections (Kop-
pell & Steen, 2004), and multi-winner systems for city council and school board elections 
(Meredith & Salant, 2013). Ballot-order effects may be very strong for down-ballot, low-
profile elections with long candidate lists. In such races for judicial positions in Texas, the 
first-listed candidate may receive up to 10% more votes than the last candidate, a difference 
that results exclusively from the higher position on the ballot (Grant, 2017). With high-
profile general elections with fewer offices on the same ballot and party-label information, 
primacy effects are substantially weaker or negligible (Darcy, 1986). No primacy effects 
were identified in referendums (Matsusaka, 2016).

Party primacy effects constitute the second category in our classification. Experimen-
tal studies have suggested that such effects are stronger for fictitious parties than for par-
ties with recognizable names (Johnson & Miles, 2011). The effects have not been, to the 
best of our knowledge, studied with actual election data, because it is inherently difficult 
to obtain such data. That is because parties in OLPR elections and other list systems typi-
cally compete in small numbers of districts and occupy the same positions on the ballot in 
all districts. If such positions are the same in all districts, it is very difficult to distinguish 
between the votes a party received on its merits and the votes it received because of its 
first position on the ballot. We are aware of only one exception to the rule of uniform party 



348 Public Choice (2022) 190:345–363

1 3

positions in all districts: such an exception was created by a natural experiment in Polish 
local elections in 2014 that we describe in Sect. 4.

The third effect, list primacy, is related to candidate positions within party lists. Various 
list-order effects were established without fully separating “pure” list-order effects from the 
political design of lists. In general, the difference between votes for candidates listed first 
and those listed second is wide (Faas & Schoen, 2006). A list prepared by party leadership 
signals the political endorsement of highly ranked candidates and provides informational 
shortcuts or cues to voters (Lutz, 2010 p. 170; Däubler & Rudolph, 2020), who consider 
such candidates to be more competent (Devroe & Wauters, 2020). Such cues may be mis-
leading, however, when voters incorrectly infer a party-determined candidate’s order (Song, 
2019). The better performance of highly ranked candidates may partially be explained by 
the fact that they raise and spend more money in their campaigns (Gulzar et al., 2020). A 
spike may be observed for the last position on the list (Marcinkiewicz, 2014). When vot-
ers vote by mail, the primacy bonuses may be smaller (Jankowski & Frank, 2021), but 
positions on lists are not fully responsible for election victories. It is estimated that about 
20% of seats in Polish national parliamentary OLPR elections were won by candidates who 
would not have won them in a closed-list PR system (Gendźwiłł & Raciborski, 2014; Raci-
borski, 1997).

The existence of a “pure” list primacy effect that is independent of candidate strength is 
common knowledge among politicians and has been confirmed widely in the literature. It is 
difficult to separate those factors, typically requiring special circumstances. Blom-Hansen 
et al. (2016) ingeniously identified a natural experiment in local and regional Danish elec-
tions, wherein listing candidates in columns on the ballot could be interpreted as a quasi-
random allocation of some top positions. Also, van Erkel and Thijssen (2016) “distilled” a 
very strong “pure” primacy effect by controlling for candidates’ political experiences and 
media coverage. Opinion polls in Poland also show a clear effect. In 2011, 6% of voters 
declared that they usually vote for the top candidate on a ballot list, 10% said they usually 
voted for highly positioned candidates, and the rest were indifferent or undecided (CBOS, 
2011, pp. 5–6).

Election administrations determine ballot positions for candidates or parties in any of 
several ways. In the first two abovementioned cases—candidate primacy and party pri-
macy—they may do so alphabetically, by lottery with a public drawing, or by systematic 
rotation across electoral districts. In the German mixed-member proportional (MMP) sys-
tem, parties represented in the Bundestag occupy positions on ballots in each land (Ger-
man states) according to their votes from previous elections in that land; the remaining 
parties are listed alphabetically. The same order applies to party candidates competing in 
the SMD part of the elections. On party lists, party leaders typically base the ordering of 
candidates on political grounds; in rare cases, such as in Denmark, the political process 
may be decentralized (Blom-Hansen et al., 2016, p. 175) or lists may be alphabetical, as in 
national parliamentary elections in Finland (Raunio, 2005, pp. 475–476).

3  Local government and local elections in Poland

For our estimates, we rely on Poland’s 2014 local elections (see Table 4 in Appendix 2 
for more detailed election results). Local elections provide a certain advantage over par-
liamentary or other elections for studying the political consequences or properties of elec-
toral systems, because they typically involve many candidates for many elective offices, 
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which helps to strengthen the statistical significance of the findings (Gendźwiłł & Steyvers, 
2021). Local elections also provide some disadvantages as they tend to be low-salience, 
low-information, “second-order” elections with smaller turnouts (Reif & Schmitt, 1980). 
Polish local elections are, however, quite unusual in that their turnouts are similar to those 
in national parliamentary elections.

Local governments in Poland are divided into three descending tiers or political divi-
sions: provinces, counties, and boroughs. At the highest tier are 16 provinces (wojewódz-
two); every province is divided into counties (powiat, 380 in total) and every county is 
divided into boroughs (gmina, 2477 in total).2 The councils range in size from 15 to 60 
members. Sixty-six special city-county boroughs exist, i.e., every such county constitutes 
one borough. Additional smaller administrative units can be set up in larger boroughs. 
Every voter in our elections lived in exactly one borough, one county, and one province 
when they voted. The chief executives of boroughs are elected directly,3 while councilors 
elect chief executives in non-borough counties and provinces.

Local elections in Poland had taken place every four years until 2018, when they 
began being held every five years, for all three types of councils and borough leaders (see 
Table 1). In all 2014 elections, several (up to nine) MMDs were drawn in every province, 
county, or borough, with the only exception involving mayoral elections, where districts 
were boroughs.

Voters entering a voting location simultaneously received either three or four ballots. 
Most voters voted twice under an OLPR system, once under an FPTP system, and once 
under an MR system (elections 1, 2, 3b, and 4 in Table  1). In the 66 county-boroughs, 
county and borough elections were merged, so voters voted only three times, in one MR 
and two OLPR elections (1, 3a, and 4 in Table 1).4

Below, we refer to specific elections by the number or type of office, e.g., #4 
(mayor) = mayoral elections of 2014.

Ballot orders for parties competing in all three OLPR elections (1, 2, and 3a) were 
established using the same lottery. On party lists, the order of candidates in all OLPR elec-
tions was decided by party leaders. In a MMD of magnitude n, a party list had to include 
at least n candidates but not more than 2n. Larger parties typically listed close to 2n can-
didates while smaller parties typically offered minimal lists or were absent from ballots 
in some districts. No information was provided on ballots or otherwise about candidates’ 
incumbency status. Thus, we safely can assume that the voters who recognized incumbents 
were relatively well-informed and extremely unlikely to vote for the first party listed on 
the booklet just because of its position. In general, incumbency was found to be some-
what important (with effects on an order of magnitude smaller than our estimated primacy 
effects) only in mayoral elections (Bartnicki, 2018).

We study the results of county council (#2) elections. The data from other elections are 
selected as control variables. All election results are listed in Table 4 in Appendix 1.

2 All data reflect electoral laws and administrative divisions as of Election Day on November 11, 2014 
(Główny Urząd Statystyczny [Main Statistical Office] 2017).
3 The administrative names of the heads of local governments vary depending on borough size. From now 
on we opt for one term, “mayor” (“włodarz” in the relevant Polish literature).
4 The Polish OLPR system adopted Jefferson-D’Hondt’s divisor algorithm. SMD methods included FPTP 
and MR systems, wherein, if the top candidate receives a majority, s/he is the winner; otherwise, the two 
top candidates compete in an FPTP runoff election two weeks later.
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4  The “natural experiment” in Poland’s 2014 county council elections

As mentioned earlier, party primacy effects are difficult to identify in typical PR elections 
because party positions on the ballots normally are the same in all MMDs and are allocated by 
lottery after all competitors are registered. The lucky party drawing No. 1 retains that position 
in all MMDs. Therefore, the “positional” and “normal” votes for the party listed first on all 
ballots are conflated, and no clear way of disentangling them is available.

An exceptional coincidence that produced a rare natural experiment in the #2 (county) 
OLPR elections allowed us to estimate the most important component of ballot-order effects; 
namely, the party primacy effect. In the remaining two OLPR elections, the provincial (#1) 
and county-borough (#3a) elections, no similar phenomenon provided a natural experiment.

After all parties registered their lists of candidates, a lottery was held. A medium-size party, 
PSL, drew the first position on the ballots; the same order applied to all local OLPR elections. 
In the provincial elections, PSL was listed first on the ballot in all MMDs. In the county elec-
tions, though, in more than one-fourth of the counties, PSL did not register to compete as a 
party but formed a “freestanding committee of citizens.” While based on the same political 
organization and having a similar name, the PSL-party and the PSL-freestanding committee 
were distinct legal entities. As such, the PSL-freestanding committee did not enjoy the same 
top position in the county elections as the PSL-party; in fact, it occupied a lower position on 
the ballot. In districts in such counties, the competitor with the No. 2 spot was automatically 
upgraded to the first position. The second spot was, however, assigned to a tiny citizens’ com-
mittee, Direct Democracy (DD), which competed in only one county in which PSL was listed 
first; in all counties where the PSL-freestanding committee competed, the second position on 
the ballot was empty. As a result, the final beneficiary of PSL’s double legal status was a major 
party, PiS, which drew No. 3 in the lottery for ballot positions. PiS competed as No. 3 (in 
only one county) or as No. 2 against the PSL-party in about three-fourths of all counties. In 
more than one-fourth of all counties where PSL-freestanding was on the ballot, PiS was listed 
first. In two counties, neither PiS nor PSL were on the ballot. Thus, the order of parties on all 
county ballots was as follows:

231 counties: PSL first, i.e., (PSL, PiS) or (PSL, DD, PiS) or (PSL, no PiS).
81 counties: PiS first, i.e., (PiS, PSL-freestanding) or (PiS, no PSL); (see Fig. 1).
If a party received extra votes for having been listed first in some counties, its electoral 

result in such counties should have been more favorable. We estimated such a hypothetical 
bonus for both PiS and PSL, but their situations were not fully symmetric. Technically, both 
PiS and PSL competed as first-listed in some counties, while in other counties they occu-
pied more remote positions. Because PSL competed partially as the PSL-party and partially 
as PSL-freestanding, however, we could not separate the first-position bonus from a possibly 
troubling effect of having two slightly different PSLs. The potential effect of the two versions 
of PSLs on the votes of other parties, such as PiS, in the elections, should be diluted and neg-
ligible. Nevertheless, while the estimates for PSL show larger standard errors than for PiS, the 
numbers are remarkably similar.

5  Party primacy effects for OLPR county elections (#2)

When electoral law specifies the OLPR system, the menu of choices is long. In that 
system, voters choose a party as well as a name from the party’s list of candidates. 
In county council elections (#2), the average number of candidates was 48.70, while 
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in the remaining two OLPR elections, the numbers were 76.75 and 104.72 candidates 
(see Table  1). The longest ballot in the provincial elections included 182 candidates. 
Because candidates’ places of residence were displayed prominently at the entries to 
voting booths, voters could have been incentivized to pick a “local” candidate within 
just the first party on the ballot (see Shugart et  al., 2005; Jankowski, 2016). Even if 
voters chose the first party without noticing its identity, the choice of a local candi-
date could provide them with psychological alibis, assuring them that they had voted 
conscientiously (see Fig. 2). Some voters may select their preferred candidate first, and 
their party choice may then be automatic (Oscarsson & Rosema, 2019). The analysis of 
spoiled votes in the 2014 elections revealed similar effects (Gendźwiłł et al., 2016).

Fig. 1  The territorial distribution of the positions of PiS on the ballot in 314 counties in county elections 
(#2) and in 66 county-borough elections (#3a). Note: The position of PiS on the ballot, or the lack of a 
registered list of candidates, remains the same in all boroughs within a particular county. There are 16 prov-
inces, with boundaries marked in black; 66 county-boroughs are small units within provinces with bounda-
ries marked in medium-grey
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5.1  Party primacy estimates for PiS

The natural experiment occurred in the county council elections (#2). Our units of 
observation were boroughs, wherein voters voted four times. All variables listed below 
record the percentages of total votes cast, including spoiled votes. The main depend-
ent variable is the percentage of votes for PiS in boroughs in county council elections 
(#2). Our main explanatory variable PRIMACY equals 1 for those boroughs in which 
PiS was listed first (and PSL competed as a freestanding committee) and 0 elsewhere 
(where PSL competed as a party). Of the 314 counties that were not county-boroughs, 
we excluded eight cases in which PiS did not compete, which left us with 2338 bor-
oughs where both PiS and PSL competed.

Our control variables included most notably Province-PiS, i.e., support in boroughs 
for PiS in provincial elections. In all provincial elections, PiS was listed second or third, 
because PSL competed as a party in the 2014 elections in all MMDs. Other control 
variables were related to county and provincial elections; additional electoral variables 
were related to 2014 mayoral and 2011 House elections as well as main territorial and 
demographic variables. We also considered a larger set of control variables typically 
entered in Polish election studies whose impact turned out uniformly to be statistically 

Fig. 2  Ballot booklet in 2014 county elections (#2). Note: Right: The first page of the ballot booklet, with 
PiS listed on the cover. Left: An inside page of the ballot booklet with the PO (Platforma Obywatelska—
Citizens’ Platform) candidates. Photo by Bartłomiej Michalak
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nonsignificant in all configurations. All control variables are described in greater detail 
in Appendix 1.

In the second row of Table 2 (labeled PRIMACY) we report the estimates of the party 
primacy effect depending on the configurations of the control variables. Moving PiS 
to the top position on the ballot in county elections results, on average, in an estimated 
8.01–8.52% larger vote share in boroughs. The results are similar and significant in all 

Table 2  Dependent variable: 
percentage of votes for PiS in 
2014 county elections (#2) at the 
borough level

Source Own calculations based on official election data from the State 
Election Commission (2019). Numbers represent the percentages of 
all votes cast. Control variables in the models: (1) only votes for PiS 
in province council elections (#1); (2) variables related to county and 
province elections; (3) variables related to 2014 local and 2011 House 
elections; (4) full model: variables related to 2014 local and 2011 
House elections as well as main territorial and demographic variables. 
For detailed descriptions of the variables, see Appendix 1
***p < 0.001; ** p < 0.005; * p < 0.05; A p = 0.356; B p = 0.174; C 
p = 0.269.

Model (1)  (2)  (3) (4)

Constant 4.376*** 7.665*** 11.851*** 12.958***
−0.338 −1.31 −1.226 −3.035

PRIMACY 8.523*** 8.416*** 8.006*** 8.287***
−0.344 −0.341 −0.32 −0.325

Province-PiS 0.614*** 0.599*** 0.190*** 0.187***
−0.015 −0.015 −0.025 −0.025

County-list −1.117*** −1.045*** −1.072***
−0.119 −0.11 −0.112

Turnout 0.062** −0.069*** −0.097***
−0.02 −0.02 −0.023

House-PiS_11 0.740*** 0.688***
−0.042 −0.045

Mayor-PiS 0.084*** 0.078***
−0.009 −0.009

Mayor-PSL −0.022*** −0.028***
−0.006 −0.006

Population 0.583A

−0.631
Urbanization −0.007B

−0.005
North −0.869*

−0.428
West −2.783***

−0.443
South −0.532C

−0.481
Adj. R-squared 0.519 0.538 0.61 0.616
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models.5 Most of the demographic and territorial control variables are nonsignificant; a 
notable exception is Area-West, denoting the part of Poland that in 1795–1918 belonged to 
the Prussian partition. It is a region where support for PiS is substantially weaker than in 
other regions of Poland.

In addition to running our main model, we examined the PiS results in the 2014 county 
elections (#2) separately for the two PRIMACY values, i.e., in those boroughs where PiS 
was listed first and in those boroughs where it occupied a more remote ballot position. 
Parallel lines would imply that the estimate of the first-position bonus is relatively stable 
regardless of support for PiS in provincial elections (#1) (see Fig. 3).

In fact, the two regression lines are nearly parallel. The distance between the lines at 
various values of PiS support in boroughs in the provincial elections represents changes in 
the estimated magnitudes of the positional bonus. The estimated bonus ranges from 8.92% 

Fig. 3  Scatterplot of percentages of votes for PiS in boroughs in the 2014 county elections (#2) by percent-
ages of votes for PiS in boroughs in province elections (#1). Note: PiS was listed first for PRIMACY = 1 
(marked by o), and second or third for PRIMACY = 0 (marked by x). The numbers on the x-axis and y-axis 
represent the percentages of all votes cast

5 The candidates competed at the county level, and our analysis was conducted at the lower, borough level. 
We estimated mixed models to check for a clustering problem in Model 1. No important changes in our 
main parameters were evident; the impact of our main explanatory variable PRIMACY was a slightly larger 
8.67% (standard error 0.57; t-value 15.22; p-value < 0.001).
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(when PiS support in the boroughs in the provincial elections (#1) was equal to zero) to 
7.42% (when PiS support in the boroughs in the provincial elections (#1) was at its maxi-
mum of 65). At 26.89%, which is the actual average support for PiS in the provincial elec-
tions, the effect is estimated to be 8.38%, which is close to our previous estimates. We 
also note that a similar comparative analysis of PiS results in the 2010 and 2014 elections 
revealed two almost identical regression lines.6

The average of our five estimates of the PRIMACY bonus is 8.32%, the bump that a 
party receives exclusively for being listed first on the ballot. That is our estimate of the 
average first-position bonus for PiS in the OLPR county (#2) elections.

5.2  Interactions between party primacy and list primacy

We next checked whether party primacy and list primacy interact for PiS, i.e., whether a 
larger number of primacy votes for a party is associated with a larger (or smaller) number 
of votes for the first candidate on the party’s list. If such interaction is evident, we would 
observe varying proportions of votes for the first position on the PiS list in MMDs where 
PiS competed as No. 1 versus down-ballot. As a control variable, we entered the number 
of votes for the first PiS candidate on the party’s list in the 2010 local election. The differ-
ences turned out to be small and nonsignificant, with a two-sided p-value of 0.711 (t-test 
for differences in means). That result corroborates the hypothesis that party primacy and 
list primacy effects are independent of one another.

5.3  Party primacy estimates for PSL

In addition to providing estimates of party primacy effect for PiS, we conducted a similar 
analysis for PSL (see Table 3). The research design and the variables that we tested were 
defined analogously.

While both cases technically are symmetric, an important difference renders the esti-
mates for PSL slightly less reliable than those for PiS. Recall that PSL competed in some 
districts as PSL-party, and in some districts as PSL-freestanding committee of citizens. 
The main difference was that PSL-freestanding formed some local coalitions with minor 
partners in districts while such coalitions for PSL-party were negligibly small. There was 
no comparable effect for PiS.

PRIMACY * denotes the estimated bonus that was obtained by PSL-party in about three-
quarters of MMDs where it was listed first versus MMDs in which PSL’s freestanding 
committee was listed further down the ballot. The main control variable, Province-PSL, 
represents PSL’s results in provincial elections where PSL always competed as PSL-party 
and was listed first.

The estimates of PRIMACY * for PSL range from 6.02 to 8.06%, and are slightly smaller 
than comparable estimates for PiS, which ranged from 8.01 to 8.52%. As we mentioned 
already, we attribute the difference to the slightly more expansive coalitions formed by 
PSL-freestanding versus PSL-party, which added some small numbers of votes to the for-
mer consistently. Needless to say, PSL’s leaders did not expect the party to win the first 
ballot position in the lottery, nor that it would capture a huge party primacy bonus that 

6 An additional, more comprehensive analysis confirmed that PRIMACY had no statistically significant 
effects on the results of any party other than PSL or PiS in the 2014 and 2010 elections (Flis 2014).
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would be much more valuable electorally than forming small local coalitions. Had party 
leaders anticipated those events, most likely PSL would have competed as PSL-party in all 
or almost all MMDs.

In general, while the estimates for the two models are similar, the PSL model explains 
less of the variation in that party’s votes than the PiS model does, and the significance of 
control variables is weaker. We attribute those differences to the small number of extra 
votes that PSL-freestanding received because of the small coalition partners.

Table 3  Dependent variable: 
percentage of votes for PSL in 
2014 county elections (#2) at the 
borough level

Source Own calculations based on official election data from the State 
Election Commission (2019). Numbers represent the percentages of 
all votes cast. Control variables in the models: (1) only votes for PSL 
in province council elections (#1); (2) variables related to county and 
province elections; (3) variables related to 2014 local and 2011 House 
elections; (4) full model: variables related to 2014 local and 2011 
House elections as well as main territorial and demographic variables. 
For detailed descriptions of the variables, see Appendix 1.
***p < 0.001; A p = 0.054; B p = 0.189; C p > 0.35

Model (1) (2)  (3) (4)

Constant 6.029*** 20.215*** 21.115*** 18.778***
−0.767 −2.059 −1.939 −4.941

PRIMACY * 6.018*** 8.056*** 7.741*** 7.832***
−0.725 −0.689 −0.647 −0.659

Province-PSL 0.561*** 0.510*** 0.324*** 0.323***
−0.018 −0.017 −0.021 −0.021

County-list −3.170*** −3.000*** −3.011***
−0.183 −0.173 −0.175

Turnout 0.059A 0.027C 0.024C

−0.03 −0.029 −0.035
House-PSL_11 0.466*** 0.454***

−0.073 −0.074
Mayor-PiS 0.009C 0.007C

−0.013 −0.013
Mayor-PSL 0.124*** 0.124***

−0.01 −0.01
Population 0.752C

−0.992
Urbanization −0.003C

−0.008
North −0.308C

−0.638
West −0.877B

−0.668
South −0.292C

−0.718
Adj. R-squared 0.376 0.464 0.527 0.527
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6  Conclusion

We estimated the primacy effects of voting for the parties listed first on ballots in local 
elections, which we call "party primacy" effects. Under normal circumstances, it is 
impossible to separate such effects from the normal electoral results of parties com-
peting in OLPR systems. Herein, though, an unusual natural experiment allowed us to 
report estimates of the bonus that the top-listed party received in OLPR elections. To 
the best of our knowledge, ours is the first estimate provided in the literature of the 
party primacy bonus.

Our hypothesis predicted that the party primacy bonus would be positive and sig-
nificant. Because of a natural experiment related to different legal statuses of one of 
the parties competing in Poland’s 2014 local elections for county councils, PSL (Pol-
skie Stronnictwo Ludowe—Polish People’s Party) competed as first-listed on the ballot 
in about three-fourths of all districts as PSL-party. In the remaining over one-fourth 
of districts, a larger party, PiS (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość—Law and Justice), was listed 
first, and PSL was listed at a more remote position as PSL-freestanding committee of 
citizens. Our estimates showed that, by being listed first, PiS gained between 8.01 and 
8.52% more votes than it would have otherwise. For PSL-party, being listed first allowed 
it to capture between 6.02 and 8.06% extra votes (compared to PSL-freestanding). Our 
estimates are for an OLPR system, but similar effects, perhaps of slightly smaller mag-
nitude, may be evident in closed-list PR or STV systems that ask voters to make com-
plex choices.

We found that the party primacy bonus associated with OLPR elections was substan-
tial and statistically significant. Shugart et al. (2005, p. 440) note that, under the OLPR 
system, “the information demand on the voter is higher, for a given magnitude, than 
under a closed list.” In fact, the information demands of Poland’s OLPR elections were 
substantial. The average number of candidates in the 2014 county elections was 48.70. 
Moreover, voters had to make more complex choices in three additional elections (see 
Table 1). Poland’s electoral institutions imposed a heavy cognitive burden on voters.

Our findings are consistent with the results of studies of SMD elections that feature 
long ballots in some low-profile elections (Grant, 2017) or in California referendums 
(Bowler et al., 1992). With many candidates on ballots, voters spend significantly less 
time learning about individual candidates (Seib, 2016) and are more likely to vote for 
status quo or first-position candidates (Augenblick & Nicholson, 2016). Brockington 
(2003) links larger first-position bonuses to voters’ being more poorly informed about 
candidates. Similarly, experimental studies, such as Kim et  al. (2015), report that the 
specific factors strengthening voters’ propensities to choose the first-listed candidate 
include poor information, ambivalence, weak cognitive skills, and an unwillingness to 
exert effort in choosing, adding that voters may associate higher ballot positions with 
“good” (and lower positions with “bad”) candidate traits.

We do not, of course, claim that our estimates generalize to other electoral contexts. 
Various institutional and sociocultural factors, as well as ballot formats, may be impor-
tant. Below, we briefly discuss one such factor.

The effect of the “ballot booklet” likely is co-responsible for increasing the size of 
the bonus to the extent that it contributed to “ballot fatigue.” The booklet format was 
adopted in 2014 in the wake of a 2011 electoral law that allowed visually challenged 
Polish voters to cast Braille alphabet ballots, which required booklets. While we can-
not estimate how large the party primacy bonus would have been otherwise, because 
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the effects of “pure first position” and “ballot booklet” are impossible to separate, the 
first-position effect with a ballot booklet was very strong. We can add another warning 
about bad ballot designs (Flis, 2014, 2015; Geys & Heyndels, 2003; Pachón et al., 2017; 
Pierzgalski et al., 2020).

Our results suggest a few simple policy recommendations that would reduce the size of 
undesirable positional bonuses. Certainly, one should choose a ballot format with utmost 
caution and, moreover, the side effects of particularly exotic designs should be tested with 
survey or focus group data before elections are held. Using smaller MMDs and limiting 
the number of simultaneous elections could reduce the complexity of voting substantially. 
Limiting the lengths of party candidate lists from the maximum of 2n to n (where n is dis-
trict magnitude, i.e., the number of seats elected in the district) would have shortened such 
lists in our three OLPR elections by at least 20–40%. On the other hand, a smaller number 
of candidates would restrict voter choices.

Perhaps the easiest fix for reducing the first-position bonus in OLPR elections would 
rely on diversifying the lottery for places on the ballot. Instead of conducting one nation-
wide lottery for all MMDs, separate lotteries or quasi-random procedures for districts or 
sub-national regions could rotate the ordering of parties on ballots. The goal would be to 
spread a possibly inevitable bonus across various parties. In the United States, many states 
deploy random or quasi-random rotations of candidate names across electoral districts (see, 
e.g., Darcy, 1986; Chen et  al., 2014; Krosnick et  al., 2004; Grant, 2017). For example, 
since 1975, election officials in California have adopted a two-step quasi-random proce-
dure that limits the ballot bonus considerably. First, a “randomized alphabet” is drawn and 
applied to ordering Congressional candidates on the ballot in the first Assembly District 
(all Assembly Districts in California are numbered). For the next district, the first candidate 
falls to the last position, and so on throughout the 80 districts (Padilla, 2018). The proce-
dure does not eliminate the bonus entirely but reduces it significantly by rotating candidate 
positions across districts.

Finally, our results provide a warning about other potentially adverse political effects 
associated with proportional representation systems. The primacy effects described in our 
paper are politically consequential. The surprisingly strong support for PSL, which was 
at that time a member of the ruling coalition, fueled accusations of electoral fraud by the 
opposition. At some point, radical protesters occupied the headquarters of the State Elec-
tion Commission.

Primacy effects in PR systems are worthy of further investigation, along with other 
effects and paradoxes involving PR systems that are equally or even more pernicious than 
other undesirable properties of SMD systems.7

Appendix 1

Descriptions of dependent variables used in the regressions in Table 2:

1. Main dependent variable whose impact on PiS and PSL’s score is estimated

7 See Kurrild-Klitgaard (2008, 2013), Miller (2015), Felsenthal & Miller (2015), and Kaminski (2015, 
2018).
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  PRIMACY (PRIMACY *)—equals 1 when PiS in Table 2 (PSL in Table 3) was listed 
first in the borough in the county council elections (#2) and 0 otherwise.

2. Variables related to county and province elections in 2014
  Province-PiS—Percentage of votes for PiS in 2014’s provincial council elections (#1).
  Province-PSL—Percentage of votes for PSL in 2014’s provincial council elections 

(#1).
  County-list—The number of party lists in 2014’s county council elections in MMD 

boroughs.
  Turnout—Turnout in 2014 local elections.
3. Additional variables related to the local elections of 2014 and parliamentary elections 

of 2011
  House-PiS_11—Percentage of national votes for PiS in 2011 elections to the Sejm 

(house).
  House-PSL_11—Percentage of national votes for PSL in 2011 elections to the Sejm 

(house).
  Mayor-PiS—Percentage of votes for PiS’s candidate for Mayor in 2014 local elections 

(#4).
  Mayor-PSL—Percentage of votes for PSL’s candidate for Mayor in 2014 local elec-

tions (#4).
4. Demographic and territorial variables used in the models
  Population—Log10 of the borough’s population.
  Urbanization—Percentage of urban population in the borough.
  Note: The territorial variables West and South reflect the areas of Poland that between 

1794 and 1818 were partitioned among Russia, Prussia, and Austria (later: Austro-Hun-
gary). The partitions created substantial differences in many behavioral characteristics 
such as voting patterns that have survived until today.

  North–Territory that Poland gained after WWII in the North and West.
  West–Territory gained from the former Prussian partition.
  South–Region of Galicia in Eastern Poland.
5. Other variables whose effects were small and statistically nonsignificant in all models
  Turnout-house_11—Turnout in 2011 elections to the Sejm (lower House).
  Turnout-Pres_10—Turnout in 2010 presidential elections.
  The capital of the county in which a borough is located.
  A suburb in one of 19 large Polish agglomerations.
  A borough’s budget.
  The use of OLPR in the local election in 2010 in a borough.
  The number of candidates in the County Council 2014 elections (#2) in a borough’s 

MMD.
  Percentage of votes for PiS’s presidential candidate in the first round of 2011’s presi-

dential elections.
  The difference in turnouts between the 2011 parliamentary and 2014 local elections.

Appendix 2

See Table 4.
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