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Abstract 

In this article, we concentrate on the question whether the candidate selection 

mechanisms affect the propensity of MPs to defect from party line. Deputies selected by 

more democratized procedures (i.e. party primaries) should be more likely to be rebels 

than deputies directly appointed by party leaders. Empirically, we focus our attention 

on the case of the Partito Democratico (PD) in Italy during the XVII legislature started 

in 2013. The PD is an ideal laboratory to test our hypotheses because within it MPs are 

both selected by party primaries and appointed by the party leader. 

Our results suggest that the candidate selection method is a strong predictor in 

explaining voting defection along with the candidate selection method: MPs selected by 

party primaries and with local experiences have more incentives to vote against the 

party line than their counterparts appointed by the party. 
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1. Introduction 

In contemporary parliamentary systems party defection is a limited event 

(Depauw and Martin 2009), nonetheless scholars are aware that it is a relevant 

phenomenon. The impact of party defection in maintaining the „efficient secret‟ of 

legislative-executive fusion (Cox 1987) posits theoretical and empirical challenges to 

researchers interested in legislative and intra-party politics. Several institutional and 

contextual factors shape the legislative behavior: type of democracy (Huber 1996; 

Carey 2007), party system (Sieberer 2006), the electoral system (Carey and Shugart 

1995; Hix 2004), state decentralization (Carey 2008), mega-seats allocation (Martin 

2012), and government or opposition status (Diermeier and Feddersen 1998). Recently, 

a growing number of researches focused on the distinct or combined effect of candidate 

selection in shaping the legislative behavior (Hazan and Rahat 2010; Shomer 2009; 

Depauw and Martin 2009; Crisp et al. 2004). Theories suggest that differences among 

selection procedures influence incentives for members of parliament to cultivate a 

personal vote. Legislators selected by an inclusive procedure owe their candidacy to 

selectors at local level and thus they are encouraged to foster their personal image and 

reputation. In these circumstances, legislators might face divergent demands from 

„competing principals‟ (i.e. party leaders and selectors) reducing legislative party unity 

(Carey 2007). Conversely, where party leaders exercise strong influence over 

legislators‟ selection, MPs tend to follow the party line in order to increase their chance 

of reselection. Despite the increasing attention that scholars devote to candidate 

selection methods, empirical evidences are still limited. 

In this article, we concentrate on the question whether the selection 

mechanisms affect the propensity of MPs to defect from party line. Empirically, we 

focus our attention on the case of the Partito Democratico (PD – Democratic Party) in 

Italy during the XVII legislature started in 2013. The choice of this case is twofold. First 

of all, the PD gives us the opportunity to test our hypotheses using a case-study with a 

strong comparative research design. In fact, around the 85 per cent of the PD‟s deputies 

is selected by open primaries, while party leadership nominated the residual 15 per cent. 

Therefore, the PD is an ideal laboratory for isolating the impact of candidate selection 

methods on individual legislative behavior. All the institutional and contextual variables 

are held constant, while just one varies among MPs: the selection method. Second, the 
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hypothesis that ideological preferences might be the main determinant of voting 

behavior can be (with relative confidence) removed because of the low ideological 

cohesion of PD‟s deputies (Giannetti and Pedrazzani 2016). Therefore, we can assume 

that legislators vote together despite their preferences
1
. 

The article is organized as follows. In the next section, we review the existing 

literature on how institutions and preferences shape the voting behavior and present 

testable hypotheses. In the third part, we introduce the PD case and describe rules 

adopted for party primaries and party lists formation. The fourth section describes the 

data collected and the methods of analysis used to test our hypotheses. Results and 

conclusions are presented in section five and six respectively. 

 

2. Determinants of Voting Behavior in Parliament 

Party unity, cohesion and discipline are three words that are used very often as 

synonymous and rarely distinguished properly in literature (Hazan 2003). Party „unity‟ 

measures here the extent to which party members vote together in parliament. In 

literature, it has long been recognized that party unity can be reached by two distinct 

pathways (Bowler 2000; Krehbiel 1993): cohesion and discipline. The first one is 

strictly related to „shared preferences‟ by members and implies that MPs vote together 

because they already agree over party‟s positions. The second one suggests that unity, in 

spite of MPs‟ policy disagreement, can result from positive and negative incentives 

coming from party leadership. Cohesive members vote as a bloc despite party 

leadership, while disciplined members vote together because the party intervention. 

Following this perspective, the unity is the party goal (the dependent variable) and this 

can be achieved either by cohesion or discipline (explanatory variables). More 

specifically, Hazan (2003) suggests that „discipline starts where cohesion falters‟: if 

members show policy disagreement, party leadership disciplines MPs (by negative 

sanctions or positive incentives) in order to achieve party unity. In contrast, the „shared 

preferences‟ logic suggests that members cast like-votes because they share the same 

policy preferences and not because parties matter. The two separate logics are illustrated 

in Figures 1: in Figure 1a, two legislators from the same party have matching 

preferences, and this condition makes sure that they vote together, even in the absence 

                                                 
1

 Moreover, the methods to measure legislators‟ preferences encounter several theoretical and 

methodological problems. See Kam (2001) and Jackson and Kingdon (2001) for a critical review. 
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MP 1: Policy Preference X 

MP 1: Preference A 
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of party discipline; in Figure 1b, the two legislators have different preferences, but 

actually they vote together because party leaders use their own resources to discipline 

them.  

Figure 1a. Party cohesion and party unity 

  

 

  

 

Figure 1b. Party discipline and party unity 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: adapted from Ringe (2010). 

 

 

More recently, Andeweg and Thomassen (2010) examine evidences for several 

potential pathways leading to party unity in Netherlands and, in particular, they suggest 

two more explanations. The first one is „party loyalty‟, that is MPs may decide to vote 

following party line despite their disagreement because they recognize the importance 

and utility of party unity. The second one refers to the „division of labor‟ within 

parliamentary groups and assumes that MPs are not expert on all issues debated in 

parliament and they may not have a clear preference at all. Under these circumstances, 

MPs adopt the position of their expert colleagues (i.e. those in the responsible 

committee) with whom they perceive to share preferences (Ringe 2010). 

Cox and McCubbins (2005) propose an alternative explanation of party unity 

in US House of Representative and suggest that (majority) party leaders manipulate 

legislative agenda to avoid proposals that would divide their party. Specifically, who 

controls agenda-setting in parliament can ensure that bills on which their members are 

in agreement are discussed and voted (positive agenda power); conversely, 
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controversial bills are taken off the agenda and do not come to a vote (negative agenda 

power). The idea here is that there are high transaction costs associated with the use of 

discipline tools. A cheaper method is to use legislative agenda to filter out bills that 

threaten to break down the party and to put forward proposals that guarantee a sufficient 

degree of agreement among legislators. As result, party unity increases although policy 

disagreement among co-partisans and in absence of party discipline. 

Theories presented so far can be grouped in two different approaches (Hazan 

2003) (see Table 1). The sociological approach emphasizes norms and roles, and 

assumes that processes like socialization, party identification and solidarity shape policy 

preferences and legislative behavior. The second approach is institutional and it 

emphasizes strategic incentives and constrains. In this perspective, the focus is on 

organizational and institutional resources in the hands of party leadership.  More 

specifically, two types of institutions explain party unity (Hix et al. 2007): 1) external 

institutions, namely the structure of relations between the parliament and the 

government and the electoral system; and 2) internal institutions, that is the structure of 

incentives inside a parliament. On the external side, literature finds that regime type 

(Huber 1996; Carey 2007) and electoral systems (Carey and Shugart 1995; Depauw and 

Martin 2009) impact on legislative behavior giving to party leadership resources to 

discipline their members. On the internal side, political parties derive disciplinary 

instruments from the internal institutional make-up of the legislature: appointment to or 

removal from important legislative, party and government offices is one of the most 

important disciplining instruments available to parties (Kam 2009; Martin 2012).  

 

Table 1. Approaches to party unity. 

Approach Sociological Approach  Institutional Approach 

 

What explains party 

unity 

Cohesion Discipline 

Variables 

 

- Policy preferences 

- Loyalty  

- Division of labor in Parliament  

- Internal institutions (i.e. offices, committee 

systems, agenda control) 

- External institutions (i.e. electoral systems, 

executive/legislative relationship, unitary vs 

federal state) 

Candidate selection 

 

 

It is important to underline that the two approaches are focused on two 

different phases of legislative terms. The sociological perspective shape legislators‟ 
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preferences before they arrive in parliament, while party discipline works on MPs 

already in parliament. However there is a factor that impacts both before and after the 

election of each legislator in parliament: the candidate selection method. 

Candidate selection is the mechanism by which political parties choose their 

members in parliament that are expected to vote with the party‟s line. As Bowler et al. 

(1999, 14) suggest „Getting and keeping control over who gets into the legislative 

caucus can help (or. in some cases. can hinder) cohesion. Once in the parliament, 

however, the cast of players is fixed and cannot be changed‟. Party leadership selecting 

cohesive and loyal MPs reduces costs of monitoring and discipline, maintaining and 

high level of unity. However, candidate selection process may be more or less 

centralized in the hand of party leadership. The more the selection procedure is under 

the control of party, the more party leaders can determine the composition of the 

parliamentary party group selecting (nominating) like-minded (cohesive) members. 

Conversely, if citizens are strongly involved in the selection process – as in the case of 

open primaries – the power to control who gets the candidacy disappears and 

(potentially) lesser cohesive members are selected. In fact, past researches show how 

party primaries select more extreme and heterogeneous candidates (Aldrich 2009) and 

this affects the ideological cohesiveness of parliamentary groups.  

Candidate selection shapes also MPs‟ behavior once in parliament. Re-

selection is the first official step towards the seat in parliament and the first hurdle that 

incumbent members must deal with. Where party leaders exercise a strong control over 

nomination process. MPs owe their loyalty to party leaders and behave in a party-

centered manner in order to obtain a re-selection by the party in the next elections. 

Conversely, where citizens exercise a control over legislators‟ electoral fortune. MPs 

may encounter competing demands from their electoral principals and party leadership 

(Carey 2007). Under these circumstances, parliamentarians cultivate a personal vote and 

are responsive to alternative interests in (s)electorate. The importance of candidate 

selection methods is increased by the fact that in many cases, either with single-member 

districts or with proportional systems, „selection is equal to election‟ (Hazan 2014, 214). 

For MPs getting safe constituency or a position in the top of party list means (virtually) 

to obtain the seat in parliament. Therefore, the relevant question in this perspective of 

analysis is: “To whom do candidates owe their nomination?”. Searching the 
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„principal(s)‟ of parliamentarians can shed light on their behaviors once elected in 

parliament. In Figure 2, the theoretical relationship between candidate selection and 

legislative behavior is described. 

Figure 2. Candidate selections methods and legislative behavior 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The “marginality hypothesis” (Griffin 2006) suggests that MPs who win 

elections by narrower margins tend to be more responsive to constituent preferences. 

This hypothesis is grounded in the intuition that MPs who come from highly 

competitive districts are more likely to be sensitive to district demands than legislators 

who hold safe seats. Compared to their electorally secure colleagues, vulnerable 

legislators (those from marginal districts) will be more responsive to their constituents‟ 

preferences in an effort to diminish electoral uncertainty. Even if the „marginality 

hypothesis‟ is related to general elections, we can apply the same logic to party 

primaries (Hazan and Rahat 2010). Re-selection in marginal primary districts creates 

incentives towards more personal behaviors; while incumbents who win the candidature 

with large margin look at party strategies as the main line of behavior. 

Research on voting behavior in parliaments has grown in volume and 

sophistication during the last two decades (Martin et al. 2014). Studies had focused on 

institutional, sociological and (even) psychological variables to explain party unity 

either in single-country or in comparative inquires. But, almost surprisingly, less 

empirical attention has been devoted to the impact of candidate selection over the 

legislative behavior. Despite the well accepted theoretical assumption that „the first goal 

of any incumbent politician is to be reselected by his or her own party, before being re-

elected by the public, before achieving party office, and before gaining any legislative 

or executive office‟ (Hazan 2014, 213), the study of the effects of candidate selection is 

still weakly developed (Shomer 2009). 

Voters Party members Party Delegates Party elites Single leader 
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Legislative behavior 

Party-centered 

Low party unity High party unity 
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Comparative researches show empirical evidences about the influence of 

candidate selection on party unity. Sieberer (2006) analyzed 11 parliamentary 

democracies since 1945 and found that candidate selection is a good predictor of 

legislative behavior. Depauw and Martin (2009) comparing 16 European democracies 

argued that “where the party leadership has greater control over the future of 

incumbents, appear to result in higher party voting unity”. In their studies of the voting 

behavior of members of the European Parliament, Faas (2003) and Hix (2004) suggest 

that the candidate selection method shapes party cohesion, and that the more exclusive 

methods gave the national parties more influence over the behavior of their 

representatives. 

Our main argument is that candidate selection procedures shape legislative 

behavior and, in particular, party unity by affecting who is selected and to whom 

incumbents owe their nomination. The more the nomination process is in the hand of 

party leadership, the more MPs will be loyal to party line; conversely, the more citizens 

are actively involved in candidate selection, the more MPs are incentivized to deviate 

from party line. From this theoretical approach we derive the following hypothesis: 

H1: Inclusive candidate selection processes increase the probability of 

legislative voting defections, while party-centered methods are more likely 

to improve party unity. 

Party primaries are the first step towards the election, but at the same time they 

are themselves elections, therefore characteristics of elections shape legislative 

behaviors as well. In particular, following the „marginality hypothesis‟ we can argue 

that MPs selected in safe districts have lesser incentives to deviate from party line than 

incumbents selected in more competitive primaries. This leads to 

H2: The more competitive party primaries are, the higher is the probability 

of MPs to defeat from party voting line.   

 

 

3. Candidate Selection for 2013 General Elections: Rules and Trends 

Barnea and Rahat (2007) suggest three explanations for the internal 

democratization of candidate selection. First of all, at the political system level, the key 

factors are identified in the process of personalization of politics and decline of party 
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membership. Secondly, at the party system level, parties tend to open the selection 

procedures after an electoral defeat and by contagion from other parties. Finally, at 

intra-party level, the introduction of party primaries is the result of intra-party politics 

where different groups with different interests promote or tend to block democratizing 

changes for electoral purposes.  

All three levels work for the PD case. First, the party faces a hard decline in 

party membership and an increasing personalization of the leadership. Second, the birth 

of the Five Stars Movement, an anti-establishment party strongly based on „virtual‟ 

participation of members, has incentivized the introduction of a more inclusive selection 

method at national level. Finally, although organizing primary elections to choose 

candidates for parliamentary elections in a country adopting proportional systems may 

pose problems, this choice is consistent with the custom of the PD to regularly organize 

primary elections to chose party leaders and candidates for regional and local elections 

(Seddone and Sandri 2015, 21).  

The parliamentary primary elections have been held on 29 and 30 December 

2012. The PD statute imposes the use of open primaries to select candidates for the 

national as well as the European Parliament (PD Statute, 19). However, the article 19 

simply states general principles while for the specific rules redirects to the guideline 

issued by the National Council on 17 December 2012. Moreover, the Statute makes no 

clear statements about the binding use of primary elections; it simply alleges that the 

National Council can choose between primary elections and „other methods of vast 

democratic consultations‟ (PD Statute, 19.1). 

The regulation imposes gender alternation and local representation in the lists: 

the primary electoral constituencies are formed on a provincial basis, and the district 

magnitude for each constituency derives from party results in the 2008 elections. The 

positions in the regional lists for the parliamentary elections are made using the Saint-

Lagüe formula and, more important, the order is based on the votes earned in the 

primaries (Venturino 2015, 46-47). The more votes a candidate obtains in primaries, the 

higher is the rank of the candidate in the list for national elections.  

The importance of the selection process to cultivate personal-reputation varies 

with the features of electoral systems (Strøm 1997). The electoral law for the general 

election is the so-called „porcellum‟: a proportional system with a majority bonus, a 



 10 

series of thresholds that benefits parties within coalitions
2
, and blocked lists. Therefore, 

candidates in top list positions are virtually sure to obtain the seat in the Parliament. In 

the case of PD, the adoption of a closed proportional system for parliamentary elections 

means that party primaries strongly influence not only who is selected but also who is 

elected. 

Two groups of actors are relevant for party primaries: selectors and candidates. 

The first group id composed by all the party members and who voted for primary 

elections in November 2012. Selectors can express up to two preferences, but they must 

indicate two candidates with different gender otherwise the vote is null. In the second 

group we find (potentially) those Italian citizens that comply with two features: who 

sustains the party values and regulations and collect the preferences of (at least) 5 per 

cent of the party members in the district („provincia‟) where he/she runs as candidate. 

However, there are restrictions for those who held parliamentary seats for more than 15 

years, those in office as mayors of cities with more than 5.000 inhabitants, presidents of 

provinces or regions, regional councilors and members of sub-national executives
3
. 

782 out of 945 candidates are chosen by primary elections. All the other 

candidates are appointed by the National Council (92), the Party Leader (44) and by 

Regional Councils (27) (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2. PD's candidates by Chamber and method of selection. 

 Chamber (%) Senate (%) Total (%) 

Primaries 529 (83.97) 253 (80.32) 782 (82.75) 

National Council 62 (9.84) 30 (9.52) 92 (9.74) 

Party Leader 26 (4.13) 18 (5.71) 44 (4.66) 

Others 13 (2.06) 14  (4.44) 27 (2.86) 

Total 630 315 945 

Source: adaptation from Venturino (2015). 

 

About 1,200,000 selectors voted in the parliamentarian primary elections: the 

turnout is rather high, taking into account that primaries are held just before the New 

                                                 
2
 In the Chamber of Deputies, the thresholds were: 4 per cent for parties not in a coalition or within a 

coalition with less than 10 per cent of votes; 2 per cent for parties within a coalition with more than 10 

per cent (moreover, the first party in the coalition – if any – with less than 2 per cent of votes is 

nonetheless admitted to the seat distribution). In the Senate: 8 per cent for parties not in a coalition or 

within a coalition with less than 20 per cent of votes; 3 per cent for parties within a coalition with more 

than 20 per cent of votes. 
3
 Some exceptions have been applied for MPs with a seniority of more than 15 years. 
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Year‟s Eve. A relevant result is the success of female candidates, who surpass men in 

terms of votes in many provinces. However, the proportion of women in electable 

positions is reduced by the reallocation of top-rank places to candidates of the Italian 

Socialist Party and to independent personalities by the National Council and the Party 

Leader.  

 

3.1 Different methods, different parliamentarians? 

According to Gallagher and Marsh (1988, 265), „the candidate selection 

process might have consequences in three main areas: the composition of parliament, 

the behaviour of parliamentarians and the cohesion of the parties‟. In order to analyze 

the overall impact of primary elections on MPs‟ characteristics, it is useful to observe 

whether there are differences between legislators selected by primaries and those 

appointed by the party leadership. In particular, we focus on two different 

characteristics of deputies and senators: socio-demographical (age, gender, education) 

and political attributes (seniority and localness).  

Regarding socio-demographical features, the main difference is about gender 

(see Table 3). The percentage of women is higher in both Chambers among those 

selected by primaries (42.5 per cent in the Lower Chamber and 48.6 per cent in the 

Senate) than among those appointed by the party (24.4 per cent and 29.5 respectively). 

Differences also appear if we look at the age of legislators (see Table 4). The MPs 

selected through primaries are (on average) 47.8 years old; conversely, appointed MPs 

are 52.5 years old on average. Moreover, both appointed and selected women are 

younger than men, except female Senators selected by primaries (53.7 years old for 

female and 51.7 years old for male).  The percentage of women is noticeably higher 

than in the previous legislature, while the average age is lower: in 2008 women were the 

29.2 per cent of the democratic MPs, and on average deputies were 50,8 years old and 

senators were 56 years old (Verzichelli and Tronconi 2010, 184). 

There are no relevant differences regarding education (see Table 3): the data 

shows that MPs selected by primaries have a lower level of education than nominated 

members. In general, the 66.3 per cent of selected MPs is graduated and the percentage 

increases to 76.1 per cent among appointed MPs.  
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More substantive differences among parliamentarians emerge with regard to 

the level of localism
4
. The data in Table 5 show that almost two thirds of MPs selected 

through primaries have a high degree of localism (around 61 per cent), a share clearly 

higher than for nominated MPs (around 20 per cent). These figures point out that the 

political experience at local and regional level is an important factor to win primary 

elections. Candidates with a territorial background exploit their „political capital‟ to 

earn votes in primary elections. However, the current share of highly local MPs is lower 

than in 2008, when 20.9 per cent of the democratic MPs held offices at local level after 

being elected in the Parliament (Verzichelli and Tronconi 2010, 200). The drop of pure 

local MPs is the result of a new rule introduced in 2011. The regulation states the 

incompatibility between the parliamentary seat and the office of mayor of a city with 

more than 20,000 inhabitants.  

Table 5 shows that more than 63.7 per cent of MPs is at his/her first experience 

in Parliament, a share clearly higher than in 2008, when only 116 MPs on 336 (34.5 per 

cent) were newcomers (Verzichelli and Tronconi 2010, 188). Among MPs selected by 

primaries, the 66.3 per cent is newcomer; conversely, among nominated MPs, the 

percentage of newcomers decreases at 53.1 per cent.  

In general, the data in Tables 3, 4 and 5 are in line with suggestions by Rahat 

and Hazan (2010) who argued that party primaries are a tool in the hands of party 

members and voters to change political elites. Of course the change is not (yet?) a 

revolution but what emerges from our data is that the direction of change is clearly 

affected by the use of primaries to select candidates.  

Table 3. PD parliamentarians by gender and level of education. 

 Lower Chamber Senate Total 

 Nominated Primaries Total Nominated Primaries Total Nominated Primaries Total 

Men 75.6 57.5 62.7 70.5 51.4 58.8 73.9 56.0 61.6 

Women 24.4 42.5 37.3 29.5 48.6 41.2 26.1 44.0 38.4 

          

Lower 

Secondary 

Education 

0.0 0.9 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.5 

Secondary 

School 

Education 

27.8 32.6 31.2 15.9 34.3 27.2 23.9 33.0 30.1 

University 

Degree 
72.2 66.5 68.2 84.1 65.7 72.8 76.1 66.3 69.4 

N 90 221 311 44 70 114 134 291 425 

                                                 
4
 We measure the degree of localness using the index proposed by Tronconi and Marangoni (2011). See 

the paragraph 4 for the description of the index. 
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Table 4. Age of MPs by gender. Chamber and method of selection.  

 Lower Chamber   Senate   Total  

 Nominated  Primaries Total  Nominated  Primaries Total  Nominated  Primaries Total 

Men 49.3  47.5 47.6  61.5  51.7 56.3  53.1  48.5 49.8 

Women 46.6  44.6 45.3  57.5  53.5 54.6  50.8  46.9 48.0 

Total 48.7  46.2 46.8  60.3  52.6 55.6  52.5  47.8 49.1 

Note: figures represent the average age. 

 

 

Table 5. Localness and political experience by Chamber and candidate selection. 

 Chamber Senate Total 

 Nominated Primaries Total Nominated Primaries Total Nominated Primaries Total 

Newcomers 60.0 65.6 64.0 54.5 68.6 63.2 58.2 66.3 63.7 

Veterans 40.0 34.4 36.0 45.5 31.4 36.8 41.8 33.7 36.3 

          

National 

MP 
38.9 5.4 15.1 36.3 5.7 17.5 38.1 5.5 15.8 

Mildly 

Local MP 
42.2 31.2 34.4 43.2 32.9 36.9 42.5 31.6 35.0 

Local 

 MP 
18.9 53.0 43.1 18.2 54.3 40.4 18.7 53.3 42.4 

Highly 

Local MP 
0 10.4 7.4 2.3 7.1 5.2 0.7 9.6 6.8 

N 90 221 311 44 70 114 134 291 425 

 

 

So far, we look at the composition of the parliamentary elites both selected by 

primaries and appointed by party leadership. However, for the purpose of our analysis it 

is important to look at differences between nominated and selected candidates for what 

concerns their behavior in Parliament. Figure 3 displays the rate of voting defection of 

PD‟s parliamentarians. Data seem to confirm that MPs selected through primaries have 

a higher rate of voting defection. However, an important deviation emerges from this 

general result if we look separately at the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate (see 

Figure 4): Senators appointed by the party leader defeat more frequently from the party 

line than their counterparts selected by primaries. Conversely, data presented for the 

Lower Chamber confirm the hypothesis that MPs selected with a more open and 

inclusive method tend to defect more frequently than appointed MPs.  

 

  



 14 

Figure 3. Party rebellion and candidate selection methods 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4. Party rebellion and candidate selection methods: Chamber of Deputies 

and Senate 

 

 
 

 

 

4. Data and Methods of Analysis 

To test whether there is a negative effect of inclusive candidate selection 

methods on party unity, the empirical analyses rely on both deputies and senators‟ 

voting behavior of the PD during the period February 2013-December 2015. The unit of 
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analysis is at individual level because all systemic and situational variables are fixed 

and the total amount of observations is 426 (311 deputies and 115 senators). All data are 

collected from the official websites of the Italian Parliament
5
. 

The dependent variable is the percentage of rebel votes casts by each members 

of the PD during the period covered in this research. An MP is considered „rebel‟ 

whenever he/she votes differently to the political line. We estimate party line from the 

voting behavior expressed by the plurality of party members in roll-call votes. When an 

equal number of MPs votes for two different modalities of votes („yes‟ and „no‟), the 

conclusion is that “there is no political line” and therefore it is impossible to infer how 

the group votes as a whole
6
. We consider in total 13,894 roll calls for the Chamber of 

Deputies and 12,437 roll calls for the Senate. 

The central independent variable – „Selection‟ – is a dummy variable coded 1 if 

an MP is selected by primaries, and 0 if a MP is nominated by party leadership. Yet, the 

marginality hypothesis suggests that MPs who win by smaller electoral margins will 

tend to support positions more in line with those of their constituents in contrast to party 

preferences. In literature the degree of competitiveness in party primaries is measured 

using different indexes but in this article we use the „Index of Kenig’ (IK) (Kenig 2008). 

This measure permits to take into account the distribution of votes among candidates 

and to properly compare the level of competitiveness among all districts. The index is 

calculated as follows: IK = ENC/N, where ENC is the „Effective Number of 

Candidates‟ and it is based on the effective number of parties (Laakso and Taagepera 

1979); N is the absolute number of candidates in the primary election. A maximum 

value in the index (1) reflects a maximum level of competitiveness (all candidates have 

a similar level of preferences); conversely, the lower is the value, the more uneven the 

distribution of votes is and the less competitive the election is. 

Literature has shown the influence of district magnitude on legislative behavior 

and, in particular, voting behavior is conditional to the type of electoral system (Carey 

and Shugart 1995; Depauw and Martin 2009). In closed-electoral systems, where 

electors cannot influence electoral outcomes using preferences, the larger the district 

                                                 
5
  http://www.camera.it/ and http://www.senato.it/. Data retrieved on 4 January 2016. 

6
  Currently the electronic system both in the Chamber of Deputies and Senate does not distinguish the 

reasons of the absence. Therefore, sometimes the MP can be physically in the Parliament but he/she does 

not vote for political strategy, but the system is unable to register this type of abstention. 

http://www.camera.it/
http://www.senato.it/
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size, the smaller the degree of rebellion – as in the Italian proportional system where 

voters are not able to express preferences; conversely, in open systems a higher district 

magnitude means more intraparty competition, and therefore higher incentives for MPs 

to cultivate personal reputation against party line. „District Magnitude‟ is a continuous 

variable that measures the number of seats allocated in candidates‟ electoral districts.  

Several studies founded a strong link between legislators and local 

communities (Russo 2011; Marangoni and Tronconi 2011). For such locally rooted 

MPs, party reputation is a less strategic asset than for MPs without strong localness. 

Actually, local notables might represent a formidable resource of votes among district 

citizens; therefore national party can tolerate deviating behaviors in parliament in order 

to avoid the risk of potentially disruptive party split. At the same time, extensive local 

networks might also represent an opportunity for political-career at sub-national level 

making local MPs less sensitive to the threat of non-confirmation from national party. 

To measure the level of localness of each MP, we use the „index of localness’ adopted 

by Marangoni and Tronconi (2011). An MP is considered as having a national profile 

(value 1) if he/she has never served as local administrator and was elected in a region 

other than his/her region of origin; a low degree of localness (value 2) is attributed to 

those MPs displaying only one of the two previously mentioned characteristics – either 

a local government participation or the correspondence between region of birth and 

region of election; and a higher degree of localness (value 3) is reserved for those 

legislators who are tied to their original constituency through both birth and political 

experience. Finally, a further category of „extreme‟ local profiles (value 4) is reserved 

for those representatives who are elected in parliament while in office at the local level. 

As underlined in paragraph 2, existing studies extend well beyond re-selection 

and re-election reasons the motivations of legislators (Strøm 1997). In particular, once 

elected legislators in parliamentary systems are strongly motivated by the desire to gain 

leadership positions within the party, the parliament and the government. Carroll et al. 

(2006) describe these offices as „mega-seats‟. This kind of power-offices is relevant for 

MPs because guarantees two different types of incentives: first of all, who holds mega-

seats increases the opportunity to control policy-making especially throughout agenda 

powers (Cox and McCubbins 2005); secondly, MPs are ambitious actors (Schlesinger 

1961), with the desire to increase their personal reputation and political status. As 
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consequence, the party leadership can use the potential of appointment in mega-seats as 

a form to control over individual legislators. Deputies holding leadership positions 

should be more loyal to their parties than backbenchers because they have more to lose 

as defection might endanger their positions (Kam 2009). In addition, party leaders are 

more likely to shape the party positions and should therefore find themselves at odds 

with the party line less frequently. In parliamentary systems, like Italy, we can 

distinguish three types of leadership positions: executive offices, legislative offices and 

party positions. In our models we insert three dummy variables, where each takes value 

1 if the MP holds an office in the Executive (as Minister, Junior Minister or Secretary) 

(„Government position’), in the Parliament (as President or vice-President of the 

Parliament, President or vice-President of Committee) („Legislative office’), or in the 

party (as Chair or vice-Chair of the group or member of the national political 

committee) („Party leader’); otherwise the value is 0. 

Moreover, we test our hypotheses controlling for several factors working at 

individual level. Career-incentives work up to a limit where MPs know that they will 

not be promoted at all or beyond some point in their careers (Kam 2009). This 

awareness reduces the ability of parties to discipline their members. In this respect, 

using career advancement to secure party loyalty is an effective but temporary strategy, 

and it (mostly) depends on MP‟s seniority. The dummy variable „newcomer‟ expresses 

if an MP is at his/her first experience in the parliament (value 1) or not (value 0).  As 

many studies have stressed, clientelistic relationship between voters and legislators are 

not evenly spread across regions in Italy. The Southern part of Italy, in particular, has 

been consistently identified as relying heavily on this kind of linkage (Putnam 1993). 

Thus we have included one dummy variable („South and Islands’) that has value 1 for 

MPs elected in Southern or Islands districts and 0 for all the others. 

Participation in legislative activities (i.e. committee works. plenary votes and 

debates) create loyalty to parties by the process of socialization (Andeweg and 

Thomassen 2010) and because MPs are involved in a repeated game (Hix et al. 2009). 

„Attendance‟ measures the rate of participation in roll-call votes irrespective of the 

number of days the MP attend the plenary. Finally, we control for a sociological 

variable regarding the „gender’. 
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We also include in the regression analyses an interaction variable aimed to 

assess the hypothesis that Southern MPs selected by primary elections are more 

incentivized to defect from party line („South and Islands*Selection‟). 

 

5. Results 

Table 6 reports the estimated results. The selection method variable is not 

statistically significant and its sign is unstable throughout the models. This result is 

consistent with the bivariate analysis in the above Figure 4 and can be explained 

looking at the Statute of the PD. In fact, parliamentary primaries are not the standard 

method for candidate selection, but rather one of the possible democratic and inclusive 

processes that the party can adopt to select candidates (PD‟s Statute, Article 19). 

Actually, Democratic MPs do not know which kind of candidate selection method will 

be adopted for the next legislative elections (primaries or appointment), therefore the 

safest strategy might be to behave in a party-centered manner. Moreover, MPs are 

further incentivized to toe the party line because the party leadership decides the top-

rank positions
7
. MPs are ambitious and safe-position seeking, therefore they try to be 

appointed by party leadership in the next electoral competition bypassing primaries. 

Strategically, MPs decide to be loyal to the party in order to increase their chance to be 

directly reselected by party leaders in top-ranked positions. At the same time, MPs who 

have a high degree of localness already have a secure constituency, therefore they can 

defect more frequently from party line than national MPs without territorial legacies.  

Clearly, it is not a surprise that the Index of Kenig is not statistically significant 

in any model. The index measures the competitiveness of party primaries, therefore also 

this factor is influenced by contextual factors described above.  

 

  

                                                 
7
 In 2015 the Italian Parliament changed the electoral law for parliamentary elections (the so-called 

Italicum). The introduction of the „Italicum‟ further increases the uncertainty about electoral rules for the 

next elections. The Italicum is a proportional system with preferential votes, even if the top-rank positions 

are blocked. 
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Table 6. Determinants of voting defection. 

 

Independent 

Variables 

Model 1 

All 

Model 2 

All 

Model 3 

Low 

Chamber 

Model 4 

Senate 

Model 5 

Low 

Chamber 

Model 6 

Senate 

Selection method 
0.262 

(0.869) 

0.227 

(0.909) 

1.432 

(1.188) 

-0.191 

(0.573) 

1.200 

(1.246) 

-0.107 

(0.609) 

Kenig Index 
-0.266 

(1.088) 

-0.246 

(1.104) 

-1.718 

(1.481) 

0.226 

(0.731) 

-1.557 

(1.505) 

0.152 

(0.754) 

District Magnitude 
0.025 

(0.007) 

0.026 

(0.007) 

0.011 

(0.010) 

0.005 

(0.005) 

0.012 

(0.010) 

0.005 

(0.005) 

Newcomer 
-0.022 

(0.205) 

-0.018 

(0.207) 

-0.058 

(0.271) 

-0.239 

(0.152) 

-0.027 

(0.276) 

-0.243 

(0.153) 

Attendance 
-0.366*** 

(0.006) 

-0.365*** 

(0.006) 

-0.038*** 

(0.008) 

-0.275*** 

(0.007) 

-0.038*** 

(0.008) 

-0.027*** 

(0.007) 

Localness 
0.153** 

(0.128) 

0.152*** 

(0.128) 

0.433** 

(0.175) 

0.164* 

(0.086) 

0.430*** 

(0.175) 

0.164* 

(0.086) 

Party Leader 
-0.035 

(0.318) 

-0.032 

(0.320) 

-0.353 

(0.427) 

-0.254 

(0.221) 

-0.309 

(0.433) 

-0.252 

(0.222) 

Government 

Position 

-0.268*** 

(0.478) 

-0.266*** 

(0.479) 

-2.138*** 

(0.620) 

-1.626*** 

(0.409) 

-2.113*** 

(0.622) 

-1.613*** 

(0.412) 

Legislative Office 
0.050 

(0.246) 

0.052 

(0.247) 

0.343 

(0.358) 

-0.279* 

(0.155) 

0.368 

(0.360) 

-0.274* 

(0.156) 

Gender 
0.005 

(0.194) 

0.006 

(0.194) 

0.813 

(0.263) 

-0.148 

(0.133) 

0.0864 

(0.263) 

-0.147 

(0.133) 

South and Islands 
0.044 

(0.222) 

-0.002 

(0.416) 

0.381 

(0.293) 

-0.295* 

(0.163) 

0.054 

(0.602) 

-0.211 

(0.257) 

Selection*South  

and Islands 
 

0.058 

(0.492) 
  

0.434 

(0.698) 

-0.139 

(0.327) 

Intercept 
2.226*** 

(0.629) 

2.249*** 

(0.631) 

1.909** 

(0.807) 

2.979*** 

(0.622) 

1.928** 

(0.809) 

2.913*** 

(0.644) 

N 386 386 280 106 280 106 

R-squared 0.118 0.119 0.147 0.234 0.148 0.235 

Note: the dependent variable is the percentage of rebel votes; in brackets standard errors; p≤0.1*, 

p≤0.05**, p≤0.01*** 
 

Three independent variables are statistically significant in all models: 

attendance, the degree of localness and holding government positions. The negative sign 

on the attendance variable means that the more involved MPs in parliamentary activities 

are more loyal to the party. This result is consistent with early findings of Andeweg and 

Thomassen (2010) and Hix et al. (2009) who suggested that party loyalty is the outcome 

of the socialization process and the repeated-game within parliaments. The variable 

„government positions‟ has a clear negative effect on the percentage of rebel votes. In 

Italy, the government controls the legislative agenda (Zucchini 2011), so that parties in 

Government can filter out proposals that threaten to divide the party and to only put on 

the floor the bills closer to their preferences (Cox and McCubbins 2005). For these 

reasons, MPs who hold a government office and control the legislative agenda show a 
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lower level of party defection than their counterparts not in government. The other 

variables capturing both party and legislative mega-seats are not statistically significant. 

The localness has a positive and significant impact on the percentage of rebel votes, and 

it is stable in all models. This means that the relative propensity of MPs to defect from 

party line increases when legislators show a higher level of localness.  

To test more accurately our hypotheses and to understand the substantive 

magnitude of the effects found in the above models, we simulate the expected 

percentage of rebel votes for the degree of localness (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. The effect of localness on MPs’ voting behavior. 

 
Note: figures are based on the regression model 2 in Table 6. 

 

 

Figure 5 indicates the predicted percentage of rebel votes as the MPs‟ degree of 

localness moves from being a national parliamentarian (minimum level) to „pure‟ local 

profile (maximum level). We do this separately for MPs appointed by party leadership 

and MPs selected by party primaries. Thus, the substantive magnitude of the effects can 

be examined and compared simultaneously. One can see also whether the marginal 

coefficients are statistically significant by considering the 95 per cent confidence 

intervals (dashed lines) around them. The coefficients are significant when the upper 

and the lower bounds are both above or below the zero line (Brambor et al. 2006). 

Across the full range of the localness variable, nominated MPs show a lower level of 

rebellion than MPs selected by party primaries. However, the Figure 5 indicates that the 
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level of localness has no effects at all on the rebellion votes for nominated MPs. 

Conversely, the method of selection (party primaries) has an impact on voting rebellion 

when the level of localness ranges between 2 and 4. This means that for legislators with 

a national profile (value 1) the method of selection does not shape their voting behavior 

once elected. At the same time, the predicted percentage of rebel votes increases when 

the level of localness increases as well.  

 

6. Conclusions 

Do the candidate selection methods affect the propensity of MPs to toe the 

party line? More specifically, deputies selected by party primaries are less loyal than 

appointed legislators? We test these hypotheses using data about the legislative behavior 

of PD‟s members. This case-study is a an excellent laboratory because MPs are both 

selected by party primaries and appointed by party leader within the same party. 

Evidences suggest that the selection method alone cannot explain the voting rebellion. 

There are no significant differences between MPs selected by primaries and appointed 

by party leadership. The unexpected results derive from two potential explanations. 

First of all, all MPs aim for a safe-candidacy, that is they try to be directly appointed by 

party leaders in a high-ranked position. Therefore, despite the incentives to cultivate a 

personal reputation in the constituency, MPs selected by party primaries prefer to 

devote their loyalty to the party in order to increase their chance to be appointed in the 

next elections. Secondly, the PD is a government party, consequently its ability to 

maintain the party unity can derive from the agenda-powers (Cox and McCubbins 2005; 

Zucchini 2011). In fact, our results suggest that who holds a government position 

decreases the number of rebel votes, maintaining all the other variables constant. 

The article also suggests that the method of selection shapes the voting 

behavior if we take into account the effect of the degree of localness. Pure national MPs 

are not influenced by the candidate selection method at all. They have no specific 

constituency to represent against party line. Conversely, local MPs are more 

independent of their parties and defection from the party line is a manifestation of such 

independence (Tavits 2009). Local ties and experiences create „political resources‟ (i.e. 

votes, individualistic attitudes to decision-making and career options) that MPs can 

exploit at national level to maintain a more independent and personal behavior. Given 
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this, MPs with local experience have more incentives to vote against the party line than 

their counterparts without such attribute. Previous research already suggested that the 

territorial linkage is a central mechanism in the Italian politics (Putnam 1993) and in 

explaining the legislative behavior (Marangoni and Tronconi 2011). However, this 

paper finds that local MPs selected by party primaries have more chance to rebel from 

party line. This type of MPs owes their candidacy to the selectors at local level and not 

to the national party leaders. Moreover (and unlike the national MPs), the relationship is 

reinforced by the previous political experiences at local level. This creates a solid 

linkage with the local territory and makes the constituency a real „competing principal‟ 

(Carey 2007). In this perspective, the party primaries are the relevant tool in the hands 

of local principals to pressure legislators; otherwise the party leadership maintains the 

control over the parliamentarians‟ behavior.       

In this article, we concentrated our attention on one case-study with strong 

comparative research design, but it opens up two perspective of research. First, 

conclusions are reliable but they are affected by a limited external validity. For this 

reason, future research should investigate the impact of candidate selection methods in 

cases similar to that of the PD or by a strong comparative analysis. Second, the study in 

this article should be extended to cover legislators‟ preferences in order to disentangle 

more appropriately the effects of party affiliation and ideology. 
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