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A prevailing view among a number of scholars is that systems with more political

parties increase citizens’ political efficacy, or their belief in their ability to understand

and effectively participate in politics, for two reasons. First, a larger number of parties

is theorized to provide a more diverse set of options on the political menu of potential

voters, motivating those who would otherwise feel alienated by a limited choice set to

participate in politics (Dalton 2008, Karp 2012, Powell 1986). Second, a larger number

of parties is theorized to increase competition for votes and outreach efforts from parties,

thereby enhancing the information available to individuals that will in turn heighten their

levels of political efficacy (Karp 2012, Karp and Banducci 1999).

Based in part on these arguments, experts have advocated that new democracies

institute some form of proportional electoral formula that can stimulate the creation of

multiple political parties (Norris 1997, Lijphart 1999).1 As a matter of fact, elections in

the majority of developing democracies are contested by multiple parties, and elections

in many of the youngest democracies have been marked by a multitude of options on the

electoral ballot.2 But does an increasing number of electoral options actually instill a

greater sense of efficacy among citizens?

This paper is motivated by this question. In trying to understand the effect of

more electoral options on voters’ perception about their role in politics, I dispute the

claim that more options is necessarily better for voters.3 In trying to understand the

impact of more electoral options on individuals’ perception about their role in politics, I

1 Other outcomes associated with the implementation of a proportional formula are an increase in
voter turnout (Blais and Carty 1990, Blais and Dobrzynska 1998, Powell 1986), higher satisfaction with
elections, particularly among supporters of losing parties (Anderson and Guillory 1997, Anderson et al.
2005), and the improved representation of social minorities (Norris 1997).

2 Young democracies like Kosovo, Tunisia, Iraq and Afghanistan are examples of the inflated number
of contestants in recent elections. Exceptions to this pattern tend to be former British colonies where
the Westminster system was implemented. For a distribution of effective number of legislative parties
(ENLP) in developing democracies by regions of the world (Laakso and Taagepera 1979), see appendix.

3 As mentioned above, however, it is important to note that the change from one to two alternatives
is fundamental in giving citizens’ political agency over the decision-making process.
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dispute the claim that more options is necessarily better for the public.4 I posit that the

public’s lack of constrained belief-systems and limited ability to absorb and process po-

litical information hampers the potential benefits associated with more electoral options

(Converse 1964). Furthermore, I contend that scholars have assumed that more parties

promote the empowerment of citizens due to a confounding positive effect between pro-

portional representation and turnout while existing works provide little evidence that

more parties increase ordinary citizens’ political efficacy through the congruity of pref-

erences between the mass public and political parties or through increasing incentives

to mobilize potential electors through outreach efforts. Instead, I rely on works from

psychology, especially social-cognitive theory, to theorize that increasing the amount and

complexity of political information, like increasing the number of electoral options, tends

to negatively affect the engagement of individuals with politics due to lower levels of po-

litical efficacy. To test these hypotheses, I assess how variation in the number of political

parties affects perceptions of political efficacy with panel data from New Zealand, survey

data across municipalities in Brazil, and with nearly 100 surveys across 25 countries of

the Americas.

Diversity of Options and Mobilization

By offering a wider range of options on the electoral ballot, systems with multiple

parties are theorized to provide ordinary individuals with a better chance of finding a

political party that represents their preferences (Coppedge 2007, Dalton 2008, Norris

2004). In essence, the argument rests on the idea that with a larger set of menu options,

even the pickiest of voters will find a party to their liking. For example, suppose citizens

4 As mentioned above, however, it is important to note that at least two alternatives is fundamental
to give citizens’ at least some agency over the decision-making process.
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have views either in favor or against government intervention on the economy and either

in favor or against same-sex marriage. In this simple scenario of two political dimensions,

in order for all potential electors to find a party that aligns with their preferences, there

would have to be at least four distinct political options.5 The addition of an extra binary

issue dimension, e.g. joining international organizations or not, means that in order

for all possible combinations of opinions be represented by a unique party, the number

of electoral options would need to increase geometrically to eight. Hence, the diversity

of options hypothesis states that because a larger number of parties should provide a

more diverse set of options on the political menu of the mass public, those who would

otherwise feel alienated by a limited choice set to participate in politics are more likely

to be motivated to participate in politics (Dalton 2008, Karp 2012, Ladner and Milner

2006).

The second interrelated argument in favor of more electoral options for the individ-

uals is that the existence of more parties in an election increases the incentives for parties

to provide potential voters with better information and dedicate more resources toward

voter mobilization efforts. That is, in a scenario in which there are multiple competitors,

parties have the incentive to diversify their offerings and assure that citizens understand

the distinctiveness between options (Downs 1957). And even if the general population

does not have fixed preferences over all issue dimensions, parties could gain electoral

support through mobilization through effective political communication and targeted in-

teractions with potential voters (Karp 2012, Karp and Banducci 1999, Karp, Banducci

and Bowler 2008).6 Hence, the mobilization hypothesis proposes that more parties should

5 That is, in favor of economic intervention and in favor of same-sex marriage, in favor of economic
intervention and against same-sex marriage, against economic intervention and in favor of same-sex
marriage, and against economic intervention and against same-sex marriage.

6 Mueller and Murrell (1986) suggest that parties are specifically incentivized to compete for the
vote of the poor given variation in electoral participation is often explained by the turnout rates of the
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lead to more competition between alternatives, which in turn should lead to more out-

reach efforts from parties including effective information that improve the public’s level

of perceived efficacy.

The extent to which these two mechanisms have found empirical support is, how-

ever, limited. Karp and Banducci (1999) find that the perception of vote effectiveness

and levels of internal efficacy improved, on average, after the number of parties increased

in the first election after the implementation of a more proportional electoral formula

in New Zealand.7 Yet, Karp and Bowler (2001) find that satisfaction with democracy

in New Zealand started to drop a year and a half into the new system mainly due to

preferences for single party government. Karp and Banducci (2008) fail to find a rela-

tionship between the number of parties in parliament and a measure of political efficacy

with data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Studies. In fact, their results suggest

that larger numbers of parties in the coalition government are associated with a decrease

in individual efficacy. Finally, Karp (2012) does not find a larger number of parties to

be associated with higher rates of individuals reporting experiences of mobilization in

Europe.

Comparative studies of ideology and partisanship also indicate that a larger frag-

mentation in party system is associated with lower levels of ideology-based voting and

attachment to political parties.8 For instance, larger number of parties or candidates is

associated with less partisan attachments (Huber, Kernell and Leoni 2005, Lupu 2015b),

less self-placement on the left-right spectrum in Latin America (Zechmeister and Corral

less well-off.
7 I discuss the process that led to the change in electoral system and its impact on the general public

in more detail in chapter 2.
8 Considering that feelings of political efficacy should be both a cause and a product of partisanship-

those who have an attachment to a party should feel more efficacious, and those who are confident in
their capability to understand politics should be more likely to dedicate cognitive efforts to sort through
the parties and find one that best aligns with their preferences- we should expect a positive relationship
between number of parties and levels of party identification.
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2013, Singer 2016)9, less trust in political parties in Eastern Europe (Ceka 2012), less ide-

ological voting (Dalton 2008, Lau and Redlawsk 2006), and less correct voting (Cunow

2014, Lau and Redlawsk 1997).10

In addition to the shortage of empirical results in favor of more electoral options,

these arguments stand in contrast to research on individuals’ cognitive ability to process

information and make decisions.11 For example, studies in psychology suggest that in-

creasing the number of choices may lead individuals to become discouraged by the efforts

necessary to make an informed decision, particularly in decisions in which the stakes are

high (Luce, Bettman and Payne 1997, Schwartz 2004, Huang and Zhang 2013). Experi-

ments on consumer behavior provide evidence that more options can be demotivating as

people are less likely to purchase products or to engage in activities when offered a larger

number of options (Iyengar and Lepper 2000, Iyengar 2010). Also, works from political

behavior suggest that large amounts of options and information can lead to voter in-

decision, inaction, information overload, and disengagement from politics (Cunow 2014,

Lau and Redlawsk 2006, Rahn, Aldrich and Borgida 1994, Rennó 2004, Sniderman and

Levendusky 2007).

Added options to the political menu of ordinary citizens could be valuable if in-

dividuals were able to observe and process large amounts of information about available

choices (Schwartz 2004). That is, the benefits of more options is likely to be enjoyed by

those who have clear policy preferences and resources to digest complex political informa-

tion. In reality, however, the great majority of ordinary citizens do not have high levels

9 It should be noted that earlier studies from Western Europe find that in multiparty systems,
individuals’ self-placement on left-right scale are more closely connected to partisanship and views on a
number of issues in multiparty systems (Inglehart and Klingemann 1976, Huber 1989, Knutsen 1997).

10 Huber, Kernell and Leoni (2005) actually find the total number of electoral options to be associated
with higher levels of partisanship, but a stronger negative association between the effective number of
legislative parties and partisanship levels.

11 For a review of this literature, see Druckman (2005).
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of political knowledge nor high levels of motivation to become better informed (Delli

Carpini and Keeter 1996).

One could argue that in order to make sense of complex informational contexts,

“encyclopedic knowledge” of candidates’ policies is not necessary (Lupia 1994). While

it is plausible that individuals may be able to overcome limitations in the process of

digesting information through the use of heuristics (McKelvey and Ordeshook 1986, Sni-

derman, Brody and Tetlock 1991, Lupia and McCubbins 1998), an increase in the number

of options potentially require more or better heuristics to avoid the increasing demands of

processing more information. In fact, a second wave of studies on heuristics suggest that

the effectiveness of informational shortcuts is debatable, or at least, often limited (Bartels

1996, Kinder 1998, Kuklinski et al. 2001, Lau and Redlawsk 2001).12 The effectiveness

of a shortcut depends on the accurateness of the information (Bartels 1996), as well as

the amount of information required from individuals to recollect (Lupia and McCubbins

1998). And because the amount of information tends to be larger and less precise in

scenarios with multiple options Schwartz 2004), the effectiveness of heuristics should also

be reduced. Finally, the effectiveness of heuristics also tends to conditioned by an indi-

vidual’s level of political awareness or sophistication- those who most need informational

shortcuts (less knowledgeable) are not only less likely to use heuristics, but also less likely

to use it correctly (Lau and Redlawsk 2001, Lau and Redlawsk 2006).13 Therefore, as

much as political parties serve as important shortcuts for citizens to understand politics,

12 For example, Merolla, Stephenson and Zechmeister (2008) find that Canadians students struggled
to make use of party heuristics, and that individual differences are important in shaping the effectiveness
of heuristics.

13 Yet, because politically sophisticated individuals are more likely to use heuristics, they are also more
likely to be led astray by non-stereotypic heuristics (Lau and Redlawsk 2001, Lau and Redlawsk 2006).
That is, when shortcuts provide misleading signals, the decisions by the more politically sophisticated
are more likely to be negatively affected. It should be noted, moreover, that the politically sophisticated
may actually be less likely to use a simple heuristic when offered with more issue-specific information
(Kam 2005.
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their heuristic utility begin to fall apart as the number increases, potentially transforming

a helpful aid for citizens into an increasingly more difficult piece of information to use.

A Framework for the Comparative Study of Political Efficacy

Political efficacy is defined by Campbell and Miller (1954, p. 187) as “the feeling

that individual political action does have, or can have, an impact on the political pro-

cess.” But as noted by Lane (1959), the concept of political efficacy can be divided into

two components that differentiate beliefs individuals hold about their own capacity to

effectively engage in politics (internal) from perceptions about the extent to which insti-

tutions and its political agents effectively respond to their political demands (external).14

This distinction separates the individual from the exterior world by recognizing that as

much as individuals may believe they have the capabilities to comprehend politics and be

effective actors in the political process, institutional constraints may impede the realiza-

tion of this potential.15 Throughout the chapter, I focus most of the discussion and data

analysis on internal efficacy because I am interested in individuals’ assessment of their

own capabilities, although the empirical measurements of the two tend to be correlated

(Stewart et al. 1992).

According to social cognitive theory, the most influential sources through which

beliefs of self-efficacy are shaped are personal experiences (Bandura 1997).16 Individuals’

14 Clarke and Acock (1989, p. 552) distinguish the two by defining internal political efficacy as “the
perception that one has the requisite skills and resources to influence the political system”, and external
efficacy as “the perception that government institutions and elites are responsive to one’s attempts to
exert political influence”.

15 For example, as much as an African American may have felt highly qualified and motivated to enter
politics in southern states during the 1950s, the institutional settings of the time would not permit it.
In this example, the individual has a high level of internal efficacy but because of his or her likely view
that the political institutions would reject such participation, that individual’s level of external efficacy
would be quite low- “I am quite capable of expressing my political voice (high internal efficacy), but the
political system will not/does not listen” (low external efficacy).

16 The other three types of sources are: vicarious learning, persuasion and physiological state (Bandura
1997).
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recollections of previous attempts to execute an action greatly influence the perception

of self-capacity to perform similar tasks successfully in the future. This means that in

the realm of politics, individuals who are able to absorb and digest political information

develop higher levels of political self-efficacy. On the other hand, individuals who struggle

to grasp the interactions between political actors and their implications become, on aver-

age, less interested in engaging with politics due to lower self-efficacy beliefs. Mansbridge

(1980) offers evidence of this phenomenon by showing that individuals who had positive

experiences in local political meetings in Vermont became more psychologically equipped

for future participation. Likewise, Madsen (1987) finds that individuals who are success-

ful at petitioning the government develop higher levels of internal efficacy, and Bowler

and Donovan (2002) find that having more experiences with direct political participation

is linked to a greater sense of political efficacy.17

Context-level factors have the potential to impact a citizenry’s level of political

efficacy beliefs by systematically affecting the political experiences of individuals. In

particular, the institutional arrangement that greatly influences ordinary individuals’

relationship with politics is the party system. The organization of political competition

by parties provides the frame with which citizens perceive and interact with political

debates and policy decisions (Campbell et al. 1960, Norris 1997). And while individuals’

central beliefs may be stable, most of what ordinary citizens think and know about politics

is based on peripheral beliefs shaped by the salience of issues (Converse 1964, Zaller

1992), which in turn are heavily influenced by strategic political actors and their framing

of issues (Carmines and Stimson 1991, Kinder and Sanders 1996). Thus, arrangements

of political actors whose actions and discourses lead to an increase in the amount and

17 Higher sense of efficacy and participation is also connected to programs of civic learning (Finkel
2002) and local-level political participation (Altschuler and Corrales 2012).
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complexity of information demand higher cognitive resources from citizens, consequently

lowering their self-perceived levels of of efficacy. In other words, because individuals have

more difficulty acquiring and processing political information in complex informational

environments, their internal efficacy suffers.

One crucial dimension of party systems that contributes to the degree of com-

plexity in the informational environment is the number of parties. The expansion of the

number of actors competing for power affects the amount and type of political informa-

tion, making the process of grasping what happens in politics for citizens more difficult.

More parties or candidates in the political environment demands the processing of addi-

tional information and increased evaluations of which issues or candidate characteristics

matter more or less from citizens.18

The number of parties is, of course, not the only feature of party competition

that affects the complexity of informational environment. The extent to which the party

system is institutionalized and polarized may also shape the level of complexity for in-

dividuals. The institutionalization of the party system, defined by the stability of party

competition across time, can facilitate the task of learning and assessing the political

issues not only by providing consistency in the options for potential voters, but also by

structuring political debates and preferences over time (Mainwaring and Scully 1995). If

instead, parties do not have strong ties in society, are not ideologically coherent, and are

transient in nature, the task of assessing the work of political actors becomes increasingly

difficult (Mainwaring 1999). In fact, Stewart et al. (1992) find that the degree of dissim-

ilarity between the provincial and federal party systems in Canada shape the structure

of political efficacy beliefs between the two levels.

18 Coalitions may act as heuristics to simplify the process of attributing responsibility to parties, but
because parties tend to run separate campaigns while having different leaders, names, and logos, the
amount of information in the political environment to process is also inherently larger.
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Likewise, the degree to which parties have distinct positions on policy issues shapes

the dynamics of political competition (Sartori 1976), and in turn should affect the level

of difficulty for individuals to differentiate between them (Lupu 2013). That is, the

degree of differentiation between parties across issue dimensions affects the saliency of

political cleavages and facilitate the need to sort and contrast political actors (Dalton

2008, Roberts 2002).

Yet, the extent to which the number of parties, or other features of party system

like institutionalization and polarization, have an impact on difficulty to process political

information should vary according to individuals’ cognitive resources. Given politically

sophisticated individuals are better able to absorb and organize political information, and

the number of years of schooling is directly correlated with political sophistication and

participation (Zaller 1992, Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), I hypothesize that complex

informational environments should have a larger impact on individuals with lower levels

of education.19 More specifically, because formal education enhances one’s ability to

understand political information (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, Price and Zaller 1993,

Jerit, Barabas and Bolsen 2006), individuals with more years of education should not only

be more efficacious, but also be less affected by the difficulty of complex party system

configurations. Conversely, those with lower levels of schooling should be particularly

subject to informational environments that require cognitive efforts to thoroughly process

the complexities of politics.20

19 I recognize that there is not a consensus about the effect of formal education on sophistication and
participation among scholars (e.g. Luskin 1987, Kam and Palmer 2008).

20 On a similar note, Rennó (2004) find that those with levels of political awareness are able to retain
more political information than the less aware as election day nears, which indicates their ability to
manage larger amounts of information.
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Empirical Evidence

I examine these propositions in three stages. First, I leverage a reform of electoral rules

in New Zealand to test the extent to which the public’s feelings of efficacy were affected

by the increase in the number of parties in parliament. In a second step, I examine what

specific factors about the configuration of electoral choices explain differences in levels

of efficacy beliefs across municipalities in Brazil. Finally, I expand the argument to a

comparative setting by assessing the extent to which characteristics of a country’s party

system predict levels of efficacy between nations and individuals with different levels

of education with survey data from four rounds of the AmericasBarometer surveys and

standard measures of party system characteristics.21

Panel Analysis in New Zealand

New Zealand is a unique case in the study of the impact of electoral institutions on

political behavior because it recently reformed its electoral system from a traditional first-

past-the-post system (FPTP) to a mixed member proportional representation (MMP).

For more than 60 years (1935-1995), either the left-of-center Labour party or the right-

of-center National party held an absolute majority in New Zealand’s only legislative

chamber, the House of Representatives. Yet, after consecutive elections in 1978 and 1981

in which the National party won a majority of seats in spite of receiving a slightly smaller

share of the popular vote than the Labour party, and the third most-voted party received

16.1% and 20.7% but ended up with fewer than 2.5% of seats, New Zealanders started

to become skeptical about the fairness of their elections (Donald 2003).

Shortly after the Labour party won a majority of seats in the 1984 elections after

21 I thank the Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) for making the data available, and
supporters of the AmericasBarometer, including the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) and Vanderbilt University.
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promising to appoint a commission to look into issues related to the country’s elec-

toral system, the national parliament established the Royal Commission on the Electoral

System. The commission published its report in late 1986 strongly recommending the

adoption of a German-style mixed-member system, an expansion of the size of parliament

from 92 to 120, and that parliament initiate a referendum for the populace to vote on

the report’s propositions (Royal Commission on the Electoral System 1986).22

The Labour administration did not move forward with the referendum and ended

up defeated by the National party in the 1990 election. But although the National

party had promised to hold a referendum during that year’s election campaign, internal

disputes within the party led the government to postpone taking any further action

pertaining to the referendum (Ministry of Culture and Heritage of New Zealand 2016).

In the mean time, a group called Electoral Reform Coalition was formed to lobby in

favor of the implementation of the commission’s proposals. As public pressure started to

soar, the government decided to hold a non-binding referendum to evaluate the public’s

favorability of altering the electoral system, as well as what type electoral system among

four proposed alternatives had the highest support (Renwick 2010). Even though only

55% of the registered voters participated, an overwhelming majority of roughly 85% voted

in favor of a change to the electoral system, including 71% who preferred the commission’s

proposed MMP system.

This result led to the scheduling of a second and this time binding referendum

to be held during the 1993 general elections. The new referendum generated a national

debate in which the Electoral Reform Coalition stood on the side of change while leaders

of both major parties and business groups were against the adoption of the new system

22 The report also discussed other issues such as Maori representation, campaign finance and length
of term.
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(Vowles et al. 1995). While participation rate was higher in the second referendum, the

dispute was much tighter. In the end, approximately 54% of voters chose the adoption

of the new mixed-member system in which 64 seats are elected in majoritarian districts

and 49 seats are selected through a national election of party lists.23 Therefore, starting

in 1996, elections in New Zealand have followed an electoral formula that reduced the

disproportionality between votes and seats, thus increasing the number and importance of

minor parties in the country’s House of Representatives (Aimer 2014). Figure 1 presents

the degree of disproportionality, effective number of electoral parties, total number of

parties and percentage of seats won by smaller parties before and after the reform. While

the degree of disproportionality plummeted, the effective number of parties jumped from

2.16 to 3.76 between 1993 and 1996, mainly driven by the fact the share of seats by the

smaller parties grew from less than 5% in previous elections to approximately 30% after

the reform. To better assess the magnitude of this change, Figure 1 also presents the

numbers for Australia, New Zealand’s most similar neighbor, which did not experience

any major shifts in any of the election indices during the same period.

While the Labour and National parties have always finished first and second, no

party has been able to win an absolute majority ever since. This break in party system al-

lows for an assessment of the impact the change in the number of parties had on attitudes

and behavior before and after the electoral reform. For the past three decades, the New

Zealand Election Study has conducted post-election surveys administered through a self-

completion mail-in questionnaire that explore, among different topics, public attitudes

about representation, including since 1993 respondents’ feelings of political efficacy.24

To measure internal efficacy, participants were asked to indicate how much they

23 The extra seven seats were dedicated to Maori representation.
24 More information about the studies can be found in the project’s website.
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Figure 1: Election Indices in New Zealand and Australia, 1990-2002
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agreed or disagreed with the statement “Sometimes politics seems so complicated a person

like me can’t really understand what’s going on.” And to assess feelings of external

efficacy, the statement said “I don’t think politicians and public servants care much about

what people like me think.” Responses were measured in a 5-point scale in which 1 means

“Strongly agree” and 5 means “Strongly disagree”. Given the statement are negative, the

scale is also left in the negative direction to signify more efficacy. That is, those who say

they disagree with the statement believe they are more capable of understanding politics.

For each election survey, a portion of respondents from the previous study is carried

through making the data into a panel. For instance, 1173 randomly selected respondent
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in 1993 also responded to the mail-in questionnaire in 1996.25 In a separate panel, 546

citizens responded to the questionnaire in 1996, 1999 and 2002.26

According to the mobilization and diversity of options arguments, there should be

an increase in feelings of efficacy among the general population after the election of more

parties in New Zealand. The theory posited here, however, suggests that the increase in

parties associated with the electoral rule should lead to a decrease in the mass public’s

feelings of internal efficacy, particularly from those with lower levels of education. Figure

2 presents the differences in responses to the efficacy by the same respondents weeks after

the 1993, 1996, 1999 and 2002 general elections in New Zealand split into two panels.

Figure 2: Levels of Internal and External Efficacy, New Zealand 1993-2002
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The graph on the left indicates that while survey participants had, on average,

higher feelings of internal efficacy right after the first election under MMP, the level of

efficacy dropped back after the country experienced its first multiparty parliament (1997-

25 Questions about efficacy were not asked in 1990, the first wave of the study.
26 An important threat to internal validity in a panel study is potential bias from attrition. For

example, the attrition rate between the 1990-1993 panel study and 1996 was roughly 47%. To make sure
the attrition group is not different from those who continue to participate, I test for potential differences
on several measures, including the efficacy questions. But similar to the New Zealand Election Study’s
own assessment, the results do not indicate systematic differences due to attrition.

15



1999), and stayed low through the second multiparty parliament. More precisely, the

average of responses went up roughly .11 points from 1993 to 1996, but dropped back .12

points in 1999. The change in external efficacy was increasingly positive, nevertheless. In

other words, compared to responses given after the previous election, levels of disagree-

ment with the statement that politicians and public servants don’t care about ordinary

citizens increased substantially.

On top of looking at average change across time, we can also analyze variation

in opinion change between individuals. That is, while the average level may moved

in one direction, there might be important differences in feelings of efficacy over time

across respondents. In fact, the majority of respondents indicate an equivalent level of

efficacy across waves. According to my argument, the drop in efficacy levels associated

with the increasing the number of parties should be larger for those with lower levels

of education.27 But to adequately make this comparison, it is important to control for

possible confounding factors that might be associated with education such as sex, age,

religion, Maori ancestry, region of the country one lives in, and country of birth. Hence,

I run multivariate ordinary least square regressions on the change of efficacy responses

across time, and present the average change for respondents with varying education levels

after controlling for socio-demographic characteristics in Figure 3.28

The results indicate that for the most part there were not major differences in

changes of opinion between groups of varying levels of education, but the graph on the

bottom left shows that the general drop in internal efficacy between 1996 and 1999 was

larger among those with lower levels of educations. That is, individuals with no educa-

tion and primary education reported substantive drops in internal efficacy of roughly -.4

27 Graphs with the distribution of responses in the 1993 and 1996 are presented in appendix.
28 Full regression results are presented in appendix.
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Figure 3: Change in Efficacy Across Time by Education Level, New Zealand 1993-1999
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and -.2 across waves, respectively. On the other hand, those with secondary and post-

secondary education reported much smaller differences, which aligns with the expectation

proposed by here. Hence, the results suggests the increase in the number of parties in

parliament from 1993 through 1996 had somewhat heterogenous effects on groups of dif-

ferent educational attainment levels. In regards to the increase in external efficacy, there

were not major differences between these groups.29

It is possible, nevertheless, that changes in feelings of efficacy were not a product

29 Yet, in a separate analysis, those who identified as supporters of any political party in 1993, roughly
60% of the sample, reported a slightly larger change in feelings of external efficacy than their non-partisan
counterparts in 1996, but this was neither statistically significant nor present between 1996 and 1999.
In 2002 compared to 1999, however, those who identified with minor parties, approximately 17% of the
sample, reported a substantively greater change in external efficacy than non-partisans or those attached
to the major parties.
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of the increase in the number of parties in parliament given multiple political events were

occurring in New Zealand during the 1990s. The starting point of the time-series analyzed

here was potentially heavily influenced by the difficulty of understanding the electoral

formulas posed by the referendum, and the fact that the major parties were opposed to

the electoral commission’s proposal that gained popular support over time. In fact, levels

of confidence on politicians and parties were extremely low prior to the implementation

of the new electoral system. Opinion polls in the early 1990s showed that politicians were

seen as untrustworthy as used car salespeople, the least trustworthy group of professionals

(McCluskey 2008, Ministry of Culture and Heritage of New Zealand 2016). Thus, in an

attempt to further evaluate the relationship between number of parties and individual

efficacy while isolating confounding factors, I turn to a comparison of efficacy levels

between municipalities in Brazil with a larger and more varied set of observations that

allows for the testing of different dimensions of party competition and inclusion of more

statistical controls.30.

Municipal Level Comparisons in Brazil

My argument proposes that context-level factors that require more cognitive efforts

from individuals to grasp political information should be associated with lower levels of

internal efficacy. Aside from the number of parties, the extent to which parties are not

institutionalized, and the extent to which differences between parties are not clear should

negatively impact the degree of difficulty ordinary individuals face to differentiate and

evaluate parties. Consequently, when these dimensions that form the structure of party

competition increase the complexity of the informational environment, they lead to lower

30 The comparison of elections across municipalities provides other common advantages of subnational
analysis such as inherent controls for national-level institutions and often better construct validity for
the variables of interest (Snyder 2001, Hiskey and Bowler 2005)
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levels of efficacy, particularly among those with lower levels of education.

Local elections in Brazil provide an ideal setting to explore the effects of the

configuration of electoral options on people’s efficacy beliefs because they are partisan,

concurrent, compulsory, and they offer a great deal of variation in the number and type

of parties with candidates across mayoral races (Rennó 2004). 31 Hence, I test my hy-

potheses with a multilevel analysis of a survey item that captures internal efficacy beliefs

at the municipal level with data from the AmericasBarometer 2014 Brazil survey and

campaign-level information from the 2012 mayoral elections.32 The survey interviewed

respondents from a total of 107 municipalities selected based on a multi-stage popula-

tion probability sampling method.33 Similar to the previous analysis, the question asks

respondents about perceptions of their own ability to understand political issue, but high-

lights the level of government being asked about: “You feel that you understand the most

important political issues of the municipality. How much do you agree or disagree with

this statement?” Responses were recorded on a seven-point scale in which higher values

characterize beliefs of higher levels of efficacy.

Similar to Huber, Kernell and Leoni (2005), the amount of electoral options offered

in each election is measured with the total number of candidates in the election, as well

as with an weighted number based on the share of votes received by the party’s candidate

31 Municipal elections are held every four years with the possibility of reelection for a second term
for mayors, and no term limits for local councilmen. Elections for president and state-level positions are
held in the off-years of local elections.

32 As the selection of households within municipalities is conducted by clusters (blocks), it should
be noted that respondents at the municipal level tend to be from the same neighborhood. This could
potentially introduce bias into the municipal-level estimates. Yet, if the selection of neighborhoods
was random as intended, or at least orthogonal to the characteristics of the municipality’s election,
this method of selection should lead to increased variance due to random measurement error but not
systematic bias, which should only increases the probability of a false negative due to measurement error,
but not erroneous point estimates (King, Keohane and Verba 1994). Furthermore, the large number of
municipalities should reduce the probability of a false positive by chance, again assuming the block
selection is not correlated with the municipality’s electoral features and latent levels of efficacy.

33 The sample of municipalities covers all five regions of country and 21 out of the 27 states. Brazil’s
capital Braśılia is dropped from the analysis given it does not have a mayor.
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in the election, also known as effective number of parties (ENP) (Laakso and Taagepera

1979).34 While the two measures correlate moderately, the effective number of parties

reduces the range of variation by curtailing the right side of the distribution due to

the calibration for large differences in electoral results.35 On the other hand, the crude

measure of the total number of parties gives more weight to elections with multiple

candidates by keeping a wider range between the ends of the distribution.36

Based on the idea that party labels can facilitate potential voters’ processing of

the political informational environment, I operationalize institutionalization of parties at

the municipal-level with a count of the number of mayoral candidates from the Workers’

Party (PT) and the Brazilian Social Democratic Party (PSDB). While Brazil’s party

system was considered weak and inchoate during the first decade of its latest transition

to democracy in 1985 (Mainwaring 1999, Ames 2001), toward the end of the 1990’s, the

PT and PSDB emerged to the national stage as representatives of a left-right cleavage. In

the words of a report by IDEA (2011, p. 50) on programmatic parties around the world,

“the two most important parties in the story of Brazil’s increasing programmatization

are the PT and PSDB, which together crowded out clientelistic parties and acted as

the bases for coalitions of the left and right.” The PT became nationally known for

being the only strong programmatic party that developed an institutionalized national

34 ENP is calculated with the following formula: ENP=1/
∑n

i p
2
i , in which i indicates a party and pi

indicates the proportion of votes/seats won by that party. For instance, if all legislature seats are shared
equally between three parties, the “effective” number of parties would be 3, but if one party has 50% of
the seats and the other two 25% each, the “effective” number of parties would equal 2.67. In the original
article, the authors suggest the effective number of parties can be calculated with either the distribution
of votes in the election or the share of seats in the legislature. Alternative measures to ENP focus on
the “hyperfractionalization” (Widgen 1971) and size of the largest party (Molinar 1991).

35 This is especially the case with the sample of cities in this analysis. Given the probability of a
municipality is selected to the study is proportional to its population size, the sample includes a higher
proportion of large municipalities than in the population of municipalities; consequently comprising
elections with more candidates than the average national distribution. For a comparison between the
distribution of candidates between all municipalities and the sample selected in the study, see appendix.

36 In the sample of municipalities analyzed here, no elections went uncontested (i.e. one-candidate
races).
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organization (Hunter 2010, Samuels 2004), and for having the highest proportion of party

identifiers in the population (Samuels 2006).37 The PSDB, on the other hand, became

known for having a clear policymaking record due to the stabilization of inflation and

implementation of government reforms during its tenure in the presidency from 1995-2001

with President Cardoso, and for being the center-right opposition to the PT in the last

four presidential elections won by President Lula da Silva in 2002 and 2004, and President

Dilma Rousseff in 2008 and 2012 (Samuels and Zucco 2014).38 Therefore, the prominence

the party labels gained in the 1990’s and their repeated disputes for the presidency in

over two decades provide individuals with clear and accessible information about the

parties’ ideologies and tracking records, making the informational environment simpler

for citizens if mayoral candidates from these parties were running.39

Comparably, I measure lack of clarity between options with a dummy that indi-

cates if the PT and PSDB joined a coalition with each other or with non-ideologically-

aligned parties leftist PC do B or rightist DEM, or with the national-level catch-all party

PMDB.40 The logic behind this measure is that party brands can lose their meaning when

converging with former rival parties and hence increasing the difficulty of understanding

the position of these coalitions’ candidates (Lupu 2013). The expectation is that in mu-

nicipalities where the local PT or PSDB brands have been diluted due to non-ideological

coalitions, differentiating between candidates becomes more complicated; consequently

37 While the proportion of PT identifiers (known as petistas) vary by polls, it tends to range between
15 to 30% of the population, which is at least double the number of identifiers of any other party.

38 The PT presidential candidate was never able to win a majority in the first-round, thus always
taking the presidential race to a round-off and an extra month of intense competition between the PT
and PSDB.

39 Similar to the approach by Stewart et al. (1992) who use dissimilarity between party systems as a
useful proxy of the degree of differentiation between political contexts, this measure can be interpreted
as the degree of congruency of options between presidential and mayoral elections, which again should
facilitate understanding of local level politics.

40 In the sample of municipalities analyzed here, the PT and PSDB did not form any coalitions,
seldom coalesced with the non-ideological-aligned parties, but more often partnered with the centrist
PMDB‘.
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demanding more cognitive efforts from potential electors.41

In addition to these four variables capturing the structure of the local-level’s polit-

ical competition, I include a dummy for elections in which the incumbent candidate was

running for re-election, a measure for size of municipality, average size of coalitions, and

dummies for the country’s five main regions.42 At the individual-level, the models include

sex, age, level of education, urban-rural divide, ethnicity, partisanship, wealth quintiles,

and the preceding internal efficacy question that asks about understanding issues at the

national-level.43 Table 1 presents results of four hierarchical level regression models, of

which the original and weighted number of candidates variables are introduced separately

at first, and then together in the last model.

41 Both of these measures assume that most mayoral candidates do not hold political preferences
widely different from their parties’ platforms, which is not a strong assumption given high rates of
party-switching in Brazil, proliferation of minor non-ideological parties, and the PT and PSDB’s strong
organization nation-wide. Consequently, in the case of disagreements between potential candidates or
parties, potential candidates could easily switch to another party or even be kept from running from
party elites.

42 Mayoral elections in Brazil also differ in format according to the size of the electorate. Elections in
municipalities with fewer than 200,000 registered voters are single member plurality (first-past-the-post),
whereas elections in municipalities with 200,000 or more voters are majoritarian with a potential runoff.
For this reason, I also run the regressions presented in Table 1 but only with municipalities with fewer
than 200,000 voters presented in appendix.

43 This measure serves as an important control because it helps differentiate what is a product of
feelings of efficacy at the national and local levels.
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Table 1: Hierarchical Linear Models of Internal Efficacy across Municipalities, Brazil 2014

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Internal efficacy (national) 0.686∗∗∗ 0.684∗∗∗ 0.684∗∗∗ 0.686∗∗∗

(0.020) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020)
Female −0.162∗ −0.162∗ −0.162∗ −0.162∗

(0.066) (0.066) (0.066) (0.066)
Age 0.003 0.003 0.003 0.003

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
No formal education −0.738∗∗∗ −0.730∗∗∗ −0.730∗∗∗ −0.740∗∗∗

(0.193) (0.193) (0.193) (0.193)
Secondary education 0.103 0.103 0.103 0.104

(0.088) (0.088) (0.088) (0.088)
Post-Secondary education 0.432∗∗ 0.448∗∗ 0.447∗∗ 0.431∗∗

(0.142) (0.142) (0.142) (0.142)
Urban −0.209 −0.232 −0.226 −0.212

(0.137) (0.142) (0.142) (0.138)
Wealth Quintiles Yes Yes Yes Yes

Number of candidates −0.091∗ −0.100∗

(0.041) (0.045)
ENC (centered) −0.033 0.019 0.036

(0.071) (0.115) (0.076)
ENC (centered)2 −0.024

(0.042)
Incumbent 0.104 0.108 0.104 0.116

(0.097) (0.103) (0.104) (0.100)
Institutionalized parties 0.081 0.058 0.060 0.080

(0.067) (0.069) (0.069) (0.068)
Average size of coalition −0.083∗∗ −0.046 −0.041 −0.082∗

(0.032) (0.028) (0.030) (0.032)
Non-ideological coalitions −0.129 −0.123 −0.125 −0.124

(0.106) (0.110) (0.111) (0.107)
Size of Municipality (5 cat.) Yes Yes Yes Yes

Region categories (5 cat.) Yes Yes Yes Yes

Intercept 1.976∗∗∗ 1.560∗∗∗ 1.515∗∗∗ 1.960∗∗∗

(0.368) (0.332) (0.342) (0.371)
Num. obs. 1429 1429 1429 1429
Num. municipalities 104 104 104 104
Var. (municipalities) 0.061 0.074 0.075 0.063
Var. Residual 1.536 1.535 1.535 1.537
Source: AmericasBarometer Brazil 2014 and Brazil’s Superior Electoral Tribunal (TSE)

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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The individual-level predictors mirror results from previous studies: males and

more educated individuals display higher levels of internal efficacy. While those with

no formal education show levels of efficacy .74 points lower than those who completed

primary school, on average, those who completed post-secondary report levels .43 points

higher compared to the same group. In regard to the second-level predictors, the first and

last models indicate that in municipalities where there were more mayoral candidates,

individuals became less confident about their ability to understand local political issues.

In other words, controlling for the size of municipality, average size of coalitions sizes,

presence of candidates from the major parties and other factors, as the number of can-

didates is larger, the average reported level of internal efficacy is lower.44 The size of the

decrease associated with a large number of candidates is meaningful when we consider

the range in the number of candidates. According to the first model, an election with 5

additional candidates is associated with an average drop of roughly .45 in internal effi-

cacy, a change larger than the difference in efficacy between individuals who completed

primary and post-secondary education.

Models 2 and 3 indicate that variation in internal efficacy beliefs across municipal-

ities is only slightly associated with the weighted measure of the number of candidates.45

This non-significant result suggests that important variation in efficacy across munici-

palities is explained by elections with large number of candidates. Given the measure’s

adjustment by distribution of votes, the effective number of candidates for elections with

a large number total number of candidates but not highly contested elections would be

44 Similar results are found when dividing the number of candidates variable into a set of dummies.
The gap in average levels of internal efficacy widens as the number of candidates grow. The full regression
table is presented in appendix.

45 The squared term in model 3 indicates that a one unit change in the effective number of candidates
is associated with increasingly larger, though not significant, drops in efficacy. A plot of the varying
effect of effective number of candidates across is presented in appendix.
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much closer to more contested elections with few candidates. For instance, a six-candidate

election split 54%, 22%, 11%, 07%, 04%, and 02% has about the same effective number of

candidates (2.816) from a three-candidate race split 46%, 30%, 24%. Thus, the weighting

process from the calculation of effective number of parties reduces the power from non-

closely-disputed elections with more candidates. The last model disentangles the two and

shows that a larger total number of candidates is associated with lower levels of efficacy

even when controlling for the distribution of votes.46

The models also point toward the importance of incumbency and party labels as

heuristics for voter understanding. While the coefficients do not reach conventional levels

of statistical significance, elections in which the incumbent is running for re-election and

elections in which the more institutionalized parties postulate candidates are associated

with higher levels of efficacy. Similarly, levels of efficacy were lower in municipalities where

the major parties coalesced with parties not ideologically-aligned, and where coalitions

were larger.

The cross-level interactive hypothesis stipulates that the negative effect of more

candidates should be larger for individuals with lower levels of education. Hence, I model

differences in efficacy between respondents of varying levels of educational attainment

as a function of the same municipal level predictors. That is, I treat the differences in

efficacy between groups of varying educational attainment as a random variables that

are explained by variation in municipality size, geographic region and structure of party

competition in that municipality.47 Figure 4 presents the estimated change in efficacy

associated with the addition of an extra candidate to a mayoral race for the four different

46 Alternatively, the coefficient for the effective number of candidates should be interpreted as the
relationship between competition and efficacy when controlling for the total number of candidates.

47 Mathematically this means the beta for education become a second dependent variable of the
model, β01 = γ10 +γ1kZ+uj , in which β01 is the estimated relationship for education, γ10 is the average
change in efficacy, γ1k stands for the coefficients of Z second-level predictors, and uj is the residual.
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levels of education, holding other factors constant.48

Figure 4: Heterogenous Effects of Number of Candidates by Education Level, Brazil 2014
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The coefficients from the cross-level interactions indicate that a mayoral race with

an extra candidate is associate with a large and significant negative change in efficacy for

on individuals who completed primary and secondary school, but not on those with no

formal education and those who completed post-secondary education. Another way to

interpret this interaction is that the difference in efficacy between those with primary and

secondary education, and those with a degree higher than primary widens as the number

of candidates increase, which conforms with the expectations of my theory. Likewise,

the presence of a candidate from the institutionalized parties is associate with a positive

change in efficacy mainly for those who completed primary education, but not as much

for those with higher educational degrees. Therefore, the results suggest that the impact

of arrangements that reduce the complexity of informational environment is larger for

those with lower levels of education.

The two analyses presented thus far provide some evidence in favor of a negative

48 Full regression results are presented in appendix.
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relationship between a crowded political environment and individuals’ attitudes about

their ability to understand political issues. In the next section, I evaluate the extent to

which the results from the analyses in New Zealand and Brazil represent a pattern that

can be generalized to a cross-national setting.

Cross-National Comparisons in Latin America and the Caribbean

To make the comparison of feelings of efficacy across countries, I use 91 nationally

representative surveys conducted in over 25 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean

by the AmericasBarometer project. The surveys evaluated respondents’s level of inter-

nal and external efficacy by asking the extent to which they agreed with the following

sentences: “You feel that you understand the most important political issues of the coun-

try” and “Those who govern this country are interested in what people like you think.”

While responses were measured in a 7-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to

“strongly agree”, average scores by country in internal efficacy ranged from 3.18 in the

2010 Paraguayan survey to approximately 4.51 in Venezuela 2014.49 I combine the 91

surveys to estimate the relationship between the structure of competition between parties

and variation in efficacy scores across respondents and surveys with three-level hierar-

chical models. Respondents are clustered within surveys, which are clustered within

countries. As I treat the survey as the second-level unit of analysis, the shared charac-

teristics of surveys from the same country should accounted by the third-level intercepts.

The assumption here though is that the surveys are random draws of a population of

survey that do not follow any specific order.50

49 The United States 2012 actually yielded the highest average score (5.13), but like Canada, responses
from the U.S. are not part of the analysis due to missing variables that are included in the regression
models.

50 That is, surveys are independent and identically distributed, thus, interchangeable among them-
selves.
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I operationalize the fragmentation of a country’s party system with the national-

level effective number of legislative parties (ENLP), which weighs the number of parties

according to their share of seats in the lower or only legislate body (Laakso and Taagepera

1979).51 Party system institutionalization is measured with the Pedersen’s index of elec-

toral volatility, which uses the net change of votes across two elections to assess a degree

of stability in the system (Pedersen 1979).52 Similar to the subnational analysis in Brazil,

the rationale behind the measure is that in systems where parties have strong roots in so-

ciety and present stable platforms for the population across time, the amount of change

in party vote across elections should be small. On the other hand, in systems where

individuals are not presented with stable options and parties are constantly changing

positions, the volatility of votes should be high.53

To measure the degree of polarization between parties, or distinctiveness of po-

sitions, it is necessary to estimate the position of parties across one or more political

dimensions.54 Scholars have used different sources of information to estimate the posi-

tion of parties in a left-right scale such as parties’ political manifesto (e.g. Maoz and

Somer-Topçu 2010), surveys of legislators (e.g. Power and Zucco 2009), the opinion of

country experts (e.g. Lupu 2015a), survey respondents’ placement of the parties (e.g.

Dalton 2008), and roll-call votes (e.g. Hetherington 2001).55 I use a measure of polar-

51 Given the surveys were not purposively conducted near or distant from elections, I choose to
use the effective number of parties by seats given the salience of the fragmentation is constant across
periods between elections. There is also better information on the distribution of seats in legislatures
than electoral results across countries, especially in federal countries where the counting of votes for
legislative bodies is done at the state level.

52 The formula for the Pedersen Index is as follows: Volatility=
∑n

i |pit − pi(t+1)|/2, in which i
indicates a party and pit indicates the proportion of votes won by that party. For surveys conducted
in 2008 and 2010, I use the electoral volatility scores calculated by Alcántara (2012), and for surveys
conducted in 2012 and 2014, I use my own estimates due to missing data.

53 Moreover, electoral volatility correlates well with other measures of institutionalization such as
measures of party volatility, entry of new parties, and the Varieties of Democracy project’s indicators of
institutionalization.

54 Standard measures of polarization assume that parties have a single peakedness preference positions
in a left-right scale individuals can observe and use for comparisons.

55 As Dalton, Farrell and McAllister (2011) indicate these different approaches to coding ideological
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ization calculated by Singer (2016), which estimates the positions of the parties based

on surveys of legislators in 17 Latin American countries conducted by the Representative

Institutions Observatory (OIR) Project from the University of Salamanca. The positions

of the parties are generated based on the left-right placement of their legislators, which

are then used to calculate the distance between individual parties from the party system’s

center (average position of all parties weighted by their size).56 Figure 5 presents how

countries Latin America and Caribbean fare in these three party system characteristics

in 2010.

Figure 5: Party System Characteristics of Latin American Countries, 2010

The map on the left presents the effective number of parties per country, and shows

that Honduras and Bolivia have the lowest effective number of parties, while Argentina

and Brazil have the highest. The middle map displays the high degree of institution-

alization in stable party systems such as Chile and Uruguay, but low values in volatile

positions tend to yield similar results. For a discussion of polarization measures and an example of their
applicability, see Alvarez and Nagler (2004) and Ezrow (2007), respectively.

56 The formula for the calculation of distance is: Polarization=
√∑n

i pi(LRi − L̂R)2, in which i

indicates a party, pi indicates the proportion of votes/seats won by that party, LRi indicates the position
of the party in the left-right spectrum of votes/seats, and L̂R indicates the average position of parties
weighted by their sizes.
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systems like Guatemala and Colombia.57 Polarization, on the other hand, is particularly

high in countries with leftist presidents such as Bolivia, Ecuador and Nicaragua.

To control for possible confounding factors, I include in the models the logged num-

ber of seats in the lower chamber or only legislature, dummies for bicameral and federal

countries, inverted Freedom House scores, Human Development Index scores, the number

of years since the last democracy transition since 1963, the logged number of months away

from the closest election in the country, and a set of dummies for different years. At the

individual-level, the model includes sex, age, level of education, and urban-rural divide.

Table 2 presents the results of three regression models for internal and external efficacy

each. The first and second models do not include the measures of institutionalization

and polarization as predictors due to missing values.58 The second model differs from the

first by allowing for a curvilinear relationship between the effective number of parties and

average levels of internal efficacy. Finally, the third regression estimates the relationship

with a smaller number of observations but includes institutionalization and polarization

as a part of the model.

57 Venezuela actually has the highest value of volatility in 2010 given the opposition decided not to
run in the previous legislative election in 2005 due to alleged fraud in the process.

58 The absence of polarization and institutionalization do not have a major effect on the direction
of the estimated effect of party system fragmentation because they are only slightly correlated in this
sample. For the correlation scores, see appendix.
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Table 2: Hierarchical Linear Models of Efficacy, AmericasBarometer 2008-2014
Internal Efficacy External Efficacy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Male 0.389∗∗∗ 0.389∗∗∗ 0.386∗∗∗ 0.005 0.005 0.021

(0.009) (0.009) (0.012) (0.010) (0.010) (0.013)
Age 0.023∗∗∗ 0.023∗∗∗ 0.024∗∗∗ −0.007∗∗∗ −0.007∗∗∗ −0.007∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Age2 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
No formal education −0.128∗∗∗ −0.128∗∗∗ −0.060 0.091∗∗ 0.091∗∗ 0.129∗∗∗

(0.027) (0.027) (0.034) (0.029) (0.029) (0.037)
Secondary education 0.320∗∗∗ 0.320∗∗∗ 0.341∗∗∗ −0.095∗∗∗ −0.095∗∗∗ −0.121∗∗∗

(0.012) (0.012) (0.016) (0.013) (0.013) (0.017)
Post-Secondary education 0.796∗∗∗ 0.796∗∗∗ 0.837∗∗∗ −0.187∗∗∗ −0.187∗∗∗ −0.235∗∗∗

(0.015) (0.015) (0.019) (0.016) (0.016) (0.021)
Educ. (DK/NA) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Urban 0.068∗∗∗ 0.068∗∗∗ 0.043∗∗ −0.099∗∗∗ −0.099∗∗∗ −0.107∗∗∗

(0.011) (0.011) (0.014) (0.012) (0.012) (0.015)
Urban (NA) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
ENLP (centered) −0.042∗ −0.104∗ −0.093∗ −0.051 −0.141∗ −0.097∗

(0.021) (0.047) (0.037) (0.031) (0.071) (0.047)
ENLP (centered)2 0.010 0.014

(0.007) (0.010)
Electoral volatility 0.003 0.005

(0.002) (0.004)
Polarization 0.062 0.095

(0.069) (0.093)
Federal 0.083 0.035 −0.429 −0.213 −0.278

(0.167) (0.172) (0.398) (0.244) (0.258)
Bicameral −0.147 −0.174 −0.336∗ 0.073 0.034 0.126

(0.093) (0.095) (0.164) (0.135) (0.143) (0.201)
Seats (log) −0.073 −0.065 0.369 0.195 0.202 0.092

(0.094) (0.095) (0.239) (0.138) (0.143) (0.173)
Freedom House −0.013 −0.012 −0.012 −0.005 −0.003 −0.034

(0.011) (0.010) (0.015) (0.016) (0.016) (0.026)
Age of Democracy 0.003 0.002 0.006 −0.002 −0.003 0.001

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
Human Development Index 0.779 0.966 2.421 0.669 0.933 2.969

(0.674) (0.692) (1.305) (0.983) (1.039) (1.561)
No. months near election (log) −0.036 −0.036 0.024 −0.027 −0.028 0.005

(0.020) (0.020) (0.024) (0.031) (0.031) (0.043)
Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Intercept 3.033∗∗∗ 2.935∗∗∗ −0.407 2.505∗ 2.379∗ 1.339

(0.669) (0.677) (1.731) (0.979) (1.018) (1.621)
Num. obs. 147853 147853 81456 148049 148049 81474
Num. surveys 91 91 49 91 91 49
Num. countries 24 24 16 24 24 16
Var. surveys 0.036 0.035 0.022 0.088 0.084 0.075
Var. countries 0.034 0.035 0.045 0.070 0.078 0.053
Var. Residual 3.111 3.111 2.992 3.696 3.696 3.613
Source: AmericasBarometer 2008-2014, Alcántara (2012), Singer (2016), UNDP, Freedom House, and information collected by the author.

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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The coefficients at the individual level again show that males and those with higher

levels of education tend to have higher confidence in their ability to understand political

issues. Across the first three models, the estimated relationship between the ENLP and

average levels of internal efficacy is negative, which corroborates the cognitive demanding

hypothesis and contradicts the diversity and competition arguments. Furthermore, the

coefficient is significantly different from 0 in models 2 and 3, and also of considerable

magnitude. Using the third model as reference, holding the institutional and development

variables constant, a change of 4 units in the effective number of parties represents more

than the average difference between those who completed primary and secondary school.

The second model indicates that the effect of more parties does not follow an inverted-J

curve, but rather a diminishing negative effect across the range of parties. More precisely,

because the ENLP variable is centered at 2, the model estimates that the average change

in efficacy associated with increasing from two to three effective number of parties would

be -.108, while the average change in efficacy associated with increasing from three to

four would be -.086, and so on.59

The results also indicate the number of effective parties is the only national-level

predictor that reaches statistical significance. If analyzing the directions of the other

macro-level predictors, with the exception of electoral volatility and Freedom House

scores, they tend to fall in the direction of more complex political systems reducing

levels of efficacy. That is, the third model indicates that levels of efficacy are, on average,

lower in bicameral, federal, less developed, and countries with newer democracies. Models

4 through 6 also contrast with the idea that individuals feel their voices are of interest to

those in power in countries where the number of parties is larger. In fact, model 5 and 6

59 Given I centered ENLP at 2 and estimated as a curvilinear the relationship, the marginal effect is
calculated as follows: βENLP + 2 ∗ βENLP 2 ENLPi.
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point in the opposite direction: in countries with more parties, individuals seem to feel

less represented. However, higher levels of external efficacy seem to be associated with

economic and political development as indicated by the coefficients for HDI and Freedom

House, though the coefficients do not reach conventional levels of significance. Lastly, I

also test for heterogenous effects of fragmented party systems on groups of varying levels

of education by including cross-level interactions between the education-level categories

and the macro-level predictors of the first model.60 Figure 5 presents the estimated im-

pact of an additional unit in the effective number of parties for the different groups of

educational attainment.

Figure 6: Heterogenous Effects of ENLP by Education Level, AmericasBarometer 2008-
2014

β ENLP

-0.10 -0.05 0.00 0.05 0.10

None
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Similar to previous results, the negative change in efficacy associated with more

parties is larger for those who completed primary and secondary education than those

who have completed post-secondary school. We can also interpret the results as indication

of a widening gap in internal efficacy between those with post-secondary and those with

60 Results of hierarchical linear regression are presented in appendix.
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not as the number of parties in a country increases. In other words, the difference in

average levels of internal efficacy between those who have completed a post-secondary

degree and those who have not seems to increase as the effective number of parties is

larger.

Discussion

How does the number of political parties affect ordinary individuals’ attitudes and

behavior? The diversity of options hypothesis states that because a larger number of

parties should provide a more diverse set of options on the political menu of the mass

public, those who would otherwise feel alienated by a limited choice set to participate

in politics are more likely to be motivated to participate in politics (Dalton 2008, Karp

2012, Ladner and Milner 2006). The mobilization hypothesis proposes that more parties

should lead to more competition between alternatives, which in turn should lead to more

outreach efforts from parties including effective information that improve the public’s level

of perceived efficacy. Yet, findings from decades of public opinion research raise important

challenges to the idea that more variety and more information should strengthen citizens

feelings of political efficacy. Behavior scholars point toward evidence that most individuals

are not always certain of their own political positions (Converse 1964, Hochschild 1981,

Zaller and Feldman 1992) and have difficulties understanding the position of elites (Miller

and Stokes 1963, Adams, Ezrow and Somer-Topçu 2011), which puts into question the

idea that an increase in the number of parties would improve individuals’ experiences

processing an increasing complex informational environment. In fact, studies indicate

that ordinary individuals may attribute blame to political actors for non-political events

(Achen and Bartels 2016, Healy, Malhotra and Mo 2010), and tend to become confused
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by an increased amount of information (Cunow 2014, Lau and Redlawsk 2006, Rahn,

Aldrich and Borgida 1994).

This paper presents a contrasting view to the diversity of options and mobilization

arguments. Building on previous works on political behavior and social cognitive theory, I

argue that institutional arrangements that demand higher cognitive efforts from citizens,

like more political parties in one’s environment, have a negative effect on individuals’

perceptions about their ability to understand and participate in politics. Moreover, I

propose this effect should be particularly strong among those who have less cognitive

resources to absorb and process political information such individuals with lower levels

of education.

Exploring this point of tension between these diametrically-opposed views, I in-

vestigate the relationship between number of parties at the macro-level and feelings of

political efficacy with three independent datasets. Overall, the results from all tests

suggest that perceptions of one’s capacity to understand political issues weakens when

there are more parties competing, particularly for individuals with lower levels of edu-

cation. It should be noted that the results from the analysis in New Zealand suggest

the extent to which individuals perceived those in government to be interested in their

opinion improved when the country changed its electoral rule to be more proportional

and consequently minor parties gained importance in national politics. But the extent

to which this is a function of the increase of parties is difficult to tell. A comparison

of external efficacy levels across Latin American and Caribbean countries with different

systems does not yield the same result, indicating the New Zealand result possibly had

to do with factors specific to that context. In the next chapter, I dedicate more attention

to the impact of the change in party system in New Zealand, and to differences between
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municipalities in Brazil, by analyzing rates of voter turnout as a behavioral implication

of varying levels of political efficacy.

These results have important implications to potential changes in the arrangement

of party competition across countries. For instance, Gallup polls show that in 2016, 57%

of Americans believed a third party was needed because the Republican and Democratic

parties do a poor job in representing the people (Gallup 2016).61 While the addition of

a third viable party may provide some benefits, the implication of the theory and results

presented here is that the introduction of more parties in American elections could have

a detrimental effect on the public’s perception about their ability to understand and

participate in politics, especially for less educated individuals. Individuals who would

most likely benefit from new parties belong to a politically-informed minority who have

clarity that their opinions do not align with any of the two major parties. For the

majority of citizens who do not have a clear set of preferences and struggle to understand

the positions and actions of parties, the addition of a third party would likely make the

process of digesting political information more difficult. Furthermore, a potential need

for coalition-making in order to form a majority in legislative bodies could harm voter’s

ability to attribute responsibility to incumbent parties.

On the other end of continuum of number of parties, the large set of options

in the menu of voters in Brazil has not led to higher levels of efficacy due to effective

representation and better information for voters.62 Instead high degree of party system

fragmentation is connected to voters disengaging from politics due to difficulties in man-

aging the informational environment (Rennó 2004, Cunow 2014), and even to political

61 The polls show that during the past decade, at least 46% Americans believed a third party was
needed, with Independents being the group who most favor the idea.

62 In recent interviews, political scientists Scott Mainwaring and Marcia Ribeiro Dias have mentioned
that Brazil have uniquely fragmented party system among all democratic experiences (Mainwaring 2015,
Dias 2016).
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stability at the elite level (Rousseff 2015).63 It is important to recognize that the majority

of Brazilians parties are not programmatic or institutionalized, but even so, the offer of

multiple options when citizens do not have constrained belief-systems and cannot process

all political information seem to increase the burden on voters.64

These results do not imply that countries should necessarily strive to change their

electoral rules to reduce the number of parties to two. A number of works show that

proportional elections and larger sizes of districts positively produce a number of impor-

tant outcomes such as higher levels of voter turnout (Blais and Carty 1990, Powell 1986),

higher levels of satisfaction with democracy (Anderson and Guillory 1997, Anderson et al.

2005), and more representation among minorities (Norris 1997). Moreover, it is possible

that this negative relationship between number of parties and political engagement is

more likely to be found in political systems where political parties and the party system

are less institutionalized. Much of the evidence presented here relied on data from coun-

tries from Latin America where, for the most part, building and maintaining predictable

a party system “has been the exception rather than the norm” (Mainwaring 2018). But

considering internal efficacy beliefs are predictors of support for democracy and politi-

cal participation, observers and scholars of democracy may be well advised to take into

consideration the disadvantage multiple parties can have on individuals’ internal efficacy

beliefs, particularly for non-consolidated democracies in Latin America, Eastern Europe,

Africa, and Asia.

63 After being impeached, former President Dilma Rousseff stated that the large number of parties
has affected the stability of Brazil’s democratic system by forcing presidents to make large coalition in
order to produce a majority in Congress (Rousseff 2015).

64 In fact, the country’s Congress has recently recognized the issue of hyperfractionalization and passed
legislation to prohibit coalitions for proportional elections and the creation of an electoral threshold of
5% of votes in order for parties to gain seats in legislative bodies. Given the conclusions of previous
works and the evidence presented here, it seems reasonable that a reduction in the number of parties
would help voters manage the country’s political environment.
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Appendix

Figure 7: Effective Number of Parliamentary Parties in Developing Countries by Region
of the World
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Figure 8: Distributions of Responses to Efficacy Questions, New Zealand 1993-1996
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Figure 9: Change in Efficacy Across Time, New Zealand 1993-1996
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Table 3: Change in Political Efficacy, New Zealand 1993-1996

Model 1 Model 2
Internal External

Male 0.071 0.012
(0.055) (0.071)

Age 0.001 −0.003
(0.002) (0.003)

No formal education 0.025 −0.050
(0.075) (0.096)

Secondary education 0.057 −0.127
(0.070) (0.092)

Post-secondary education −0.043 −0.036
(0.091) (0.122)

Britain Nationality 0.031 −0.031
(0.091) (0.116)

Other Nationality −0.079 −0.114
(0.118) (0.155)

Region of country dummies Yes

Maori ancestry, Yes 0.156 −0.111
(0.098) (0.126)

Maori ancestry, DK −0.421∗ 0.264
(0.165) (0.208)

Religious identification dummies Yes

Intercept 0.055 0.134
(0.094) (0.125)

Adj. R2 0.001 -0.000
Num. obs. 915 991
New Zealand Elections Studies, 1993-1996

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Table 4: Change in Political Efficacy, New Zealand 1996-1999

Model 1 Model 2
Internal External

Male −0.003 −0.015
(0.087) (0.096)

Age 0.003 0.001
(0.003) (0.003)

No formal education −0.233 −0.205
(0.181) (0.193)

Secondary education 0.155 0.068
(0.098) (0.109)

Post-secondary education 0.289∗ −0.084
(0.137) (0.151)

Region of country dummies Yes

Maori ancestry, Yes 0.006 0.110
(0.102) (0.112)

Maori ancestry, DK 0.205 −0.047
(0.348) (0.367)

Religious identification dummies Yes

Intercept −0.204 0.166
(0.135) (0.149)

Adj. R2 0.025 0.015
Num. obs. 428 446
New Zealand Elections Studies, 1996-1999

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Table 5: Change in Political Efficacy, New Zealand 1999-2002

Model 1 Model 2
Internal External

Male −0.003 −0.015
(0.087) (0.096)

Age 0.003 0.001
(0.003) (0.003)

No formal education −0.233 −0.205
(0.181) (0.193)

Secondary Education 0.155 0.068
(0.098) (0.109)

Post-secondary Education 0.289∗ −0.084
(0.137) (0.151)

Region of country dummies Yes

Maori ancestry, Yes 0.006 0.110
(0.102) (0.112)

Maori ancestry, DK 0.205 −0.047
(0.348) (0.367)

Religious identification dummies Yes

Intercept −0.204 0.166
(0.135) (0.149)

Adj. R2 0.025 0.015
Num. obs. 428 446
New Zealand Elections Studies, 1999-2002

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Figure 10: Number of Candidates in All and Sampled Municipalities, Brazil 2012
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Figure 11: Total and Effective Number of Candidates in Sampled Municipalities, Brazil
2014
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Figure 12: Effect of Increasing Unit in Effective Number of Parties on Efficacy, Brazil
2014
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Table 9: Correlation between Party System Characteristics
n=137 obs ENLP

Electoral Volatility .039

n=78 obs ENLP
Polarization (PELA) .064

n=48 obs Electoral Volatility
Polarization (PELA) .251

Electoral volatility values from 2008 and 2010 come from Alcántara (2012), and 2012 and 2014
values come from my own collection of data and calculations.
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Table 6: Hierarchical Linear Models of Internal Efficacy across Municipalities with less
than 200,000 voters, Brazil 2014

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Internal efficacy (national) 0.649∗∗∗ 0.647∗∗∗ 0.646∗∗∗ 0.648∗∗∗

(0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026)
Female −0.206∗ −0.207∗ −0.207∗ −0.206∗

(0.087) (0.087) (0.087) (0.087)
Age 0.005 0.004 0.005 0.005

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
No formal education −0.781∗∗ −0.765∗∗ −0.765∗∗ −0.781∗∗

(0.246) (0.246) (0.246) (0.246)
Secondary education 0.226 0.222 0.230∗ 0.227

(0.116) (0.116) (0.116) (0.116)
Post-Secondary education 0.466∗ 0.474∗ 0.486∗ 0.466∗

(0.193) (0.193) (0.193) (0.193)
Urban −0.236 −0.285 −0.268 −0.236

(0.156) (0.156) (0.156) (0.157)
Wealth Quintiles Yes Yes Yes Yes

Number of candidates −0.114 −0.114
(0.069) (0.075)

ENC (centered) −0.060 0.076 0.000
(0.100) (0.148) (0.106)

ENC (centered)2 −0.099
(0.079)

Incumbent 0.222 0.187 0.166 0.222
(0.129) (0.130) (0.131) (0.131)

Institutionalized parties 0.165 0.139 0.135 0.165
(0.093) (0.094) (0.093) (0.094)

Average size of coalition −0.094∗ −0.064 −0.051 −0.094∗

(0.037) (0.033) (0.035) (0.038)
Non-ideological coalitions −0.093 −0.061 −0.079 −0.093

(0.140) (0.141) (0.142) (0.141)
Size of Municipality (5 cat.) Yes Yes Yes Yes

Region categories (5 cat.) Yes Yes Yes Yes

(Intercept) 1.843∗∗∗ 1.472∗∗∗ 1.363∗∗∗ 1.841∗∗∗

(0.460) (0.400) (0.409) (0.464)
Num. obs. 915 915 915 915
Num. municipalities 77 77 77 77
Var. (municipalities) 0.079 0.088 0.087 0.083
Var: Residual 1.688 1.688 1.687 1.688
Source: AmericasBarometer Brazil 2014 and Brazil’s Superior Electoral Tribunal (TSE)

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Table 7: Heterogenous Effect of Number of Candidates on Education Levels, Brazil 2014
Model 1

Internal efficacy (national) Yes
Female Yes
Age Yes
No formal education −0.203

(1.697)
Secondary education 0.621

(0.578)
Post-Secondary education −0.580

(1.077)
Urban Yes
Wealth Quintiles Yes
Number of candidates −0.106

(0.066)
Institutionalized parties 0.196

(0.113)
Non-ideological coalitions 0.077

(0.175)
Incumbent 0.125

(0.155)
Average size of coalition −0.082

(0.050)
Size of Municipality (5 cat.) Yes
Region categories (5 cat.) Yes
ENC (centered) Yes
Number of candidates * No formal education 0.214

(0.196)
Number of candidates * Secondary education 0.010

(0.068)
Number of candidates * Post-Secondary education 0.074

(0.120)
Institutionalized parties * No formal education −0.450

(0.547)
Institutionalized parties * Secondary education −0.190

(0.127)
Institutionalized parties * Post-Secondary education −0.066

(0.191)
Non-ideological coalitions * Educ. cats Yes
Incumbent * Educ. cats Yes
Average size of coalition * Educ. cats Yes
Size of Municipality (5 cat.) * Educ. cats Yes
Region categories (5 cat.) * Educ. cats Yes
Intercept 1.809∗∗∗

(0.547)
Num. obs. 1429
Num. municipalities 104
Var. (municipalities) 0.072
Var. Residual 1.504
Source: AmericasBarometer Brazil 2014 and Brazil’s Superior Electoral Tribunal (TSE)

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Table 8: Internal Efficacy across Municipalities by Number of Candidates, Brazil 2014
Model 1

Internal efficacy (national) 0.650∗∗∗

(0.026)
Female −0.206∗

(0.087)
Age 0.005

(0.003)
No formal education −0.800∗∗

(0.246)
Secondary education 0.225

(0.116)
Post-Secondary education 0.448∗

(0.192)
Urban −0.290

(0.157)
Wealth Quintiles Yes
1 Candidate −0.640

(0.390)
3 Candidates −0.460∗∗

(0.161)
4 Candidates −0.457∗

(0.204)
5-8 Candidates −0.460

(0.287)
9+ Candidates −0.664

(0.598)
Institutionalized parties 0.158

(0.092)
Incumbent 0.250∗

(0.128)
Average size of coalition −0.094∗

(0.039)
Non-ideological coalitions −0.181

(0.138)
Turnout 2012 1.905

(1.463)
Size of Municipality (5 cat.) Yes
Region categories (5 cat.) Yes
Intercept 0.511

(1.310)
Num. obs. 915
Num. municipalities 77
Var. (municipalities) 0.062
Var. Residual 1.689
Source: AmericasBarometer Brazil 2014 and Brazil’s Superior Electoral Tribunal (TSE)

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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Table 10: Heterogenous Effects of ENLP by Level of Education, AmericasBarometer
2008-2014

Model 1
Male Yes
Age Yes
Age2 Yes
No formal education 0.247

(0.459)
Secondary education −0.546∗∗

(0.180)
Post-Secondary education −1.421∗∗∗

(0.250)
Educ. (DK/NA) −2.865∗∗∗

(0.766)
Urban Yes
Urban (NA) Yes
ENLP (centered) −0.053∗

(0.022)
Federal Yes
Bicameral Yes
Seats (log) Yes
Freedom House Yes
Age of Democracy Yes
Human Development Index Yes
No. months near election (log) Yes
Year dummies Yes
ENLP (centered) * No formal education 0.019

(0.016)
ENLP (centered) * Secondary education 0.013∗

(0.006)
ENLP (centered) * Post-Secondary education 0.044∗∗∗

(0.008)
ENLP (centered) * Educ. (DK/NA) −0.046

(0.029)
Federal * Educ. cats Yes
Bicameral * Educ. cats Yes
Seats (log) * Educ. cats Yes
Freedom House * Educ. cats Yes
Age of Democracy * Educ. cats Yes
HDI * Educ. cats Yes
No. months near election (log) * Educ. cats Yes
Intercept 3.871∗∗∗

(0.675)
Num. obs. 147853
Num. surveys 91
Num. countries 24
Var: surveys 0.036
Var: countries 0.037
Var: Residual 3.106
Source: AmericasBarometer 2008-2014 and other country-level indicators.

∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05
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