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Comments 

• Why should these reforms matter for Italy and 
Europe? 

 

• Will they work? 

 

 

 



Problems 

• Italian main political problems:  

• Lack of stability: the average duration of 
Italian govs after World War II is 10 months; 

• Fragmentation of political landscape;  large 
number of heterogeneous political parties, 
unable to form durable government coalitions, 
leading to either dissolution of govs or 
gridlock in policies; 

• Small and/or extreme parties often played a 
key role in policy determination.  

 

 



Previous reforms 

• But it is not the first time Italy tries to address 
these problems by changing the electoral rule; 

 

• In 1993 (up to 2005), new electoral rule, from 
a pure proportional system to a mixed 
electoral one, where 75% of  seats assigned 
through plurality rule in single candidate 
districts and the rest by proportional voting; 

 



Previous reforms 

• Expectations were: 

• majoritarian prize in the single district would 
force the different parties to merge together 
and eliminate the smaller parties from the 
political arena.  

• Stability of governments and legislatures 
would raise as the electoral cost for parties to 
dissolve existing coalitions (once they were 
formed) would increase. 

 



Previous reforms 

• It did not work. 

 

• Massimo Bordignon & Andrea Monticini “The 
importance of the electoral rule”, Economics 
Letters, 2012.  

 

• Comparing the 11 general elections under 
proportional rule from 1948 to 1992, with the 
3 with the mixed system 1994-2001 in a time 
series econometric analysis..  

 



No difference between 1948-92 and 
1993-2005 



Previous reforms 

• In spite of the reform small & extreme parties 
managed to survive by threatening larger parties 
and forcing them in electoral alliances. 

• Small parties could not possible win in single seat 
districts, but by running alone could make larger 
parties lose, because of the support of 
ideological voters. 

• The subsequent proportional electoral rule 
(2005-13) with a bonus for the winning coalitions 
made things worse, leading to large and 
heterogeneous coalitions set up to win elections 
but then unable to govern.    



The Italicum 
• Why should the Italicum be different? 

• (1) In the “normal” case -no single list obtaining 
more than 40% of votes at first ballot- runoff for 
determining the winner; 

• (2) Bonus (54% of seats) assigned to the winning 
list, not to a coalition of parties; 

• (3) Simultaneous overcoming of perfect 
bicameral system; the new Senate 
(Constitutional reform approved in October 2015, 
pending confirmative referendum) has much 
reduced powers and governments do not need 
Senate confidence vote in order to rule.   

 



The Italicum 
• All elements should be important. 

• 3) Because of differences in electoral rules and 
electorate, the two chambers often had 
different political majorities – now there will 
be (de facto) only one legislative chamber; 

• 2) The Bonus to the list (single political party?) 
should make gov. majority more stable and 
more homogeneous; 

• 1) in the normal case, the runoff should 
reduce the influence of small and generally 
more extreme parties on policy.. 



Evidence from municipal elections in 
Italy 

• Some supportive empirical evidence on 1).  
• Italicum similar to electoral systems in use since 

1993 for Italian subnational govs, in particular 
municipalities (that’s why is called “Italicum”);  

• In all cases, proportional vote with bonus for  
list(s) supporting the winning candidate  (Mayor, 
President of Regions..).  

• The difference is that the local level the system is 
semi-presidential (executives elected directly by 
citizens), while at national level it remains 
parliamentary;   

• runoff is used for cities above 15,000 inhabitants 



Evidence from municipal elections in 
Italy 

• Bordignon, Nannicini, Tabellini (2015) argue that 
runoff should lead to lower influence of smaller 
and generally more extreme parties, so leading 
to more moderate policies; 

• The treat of smaller parties empty, if voters turn 
out to second ballot to vote for remaining 
candidates (usually, the larger moderate).. 

• BNT test this by looking at municipalities just 
around the threshold (between 10-20 thousands 
inhabitants) to derive casual effects;  



Evidence from municipal elections in 
Italy 

• There is a lot of voting for losers in the first 
round (on average about 30% of votes go to 
losers), but the drop in electoral turnout 
between the two rounds is only about 15%.. 

 

• Meaning that a lot of people who voted for 
extremists at the first round voted for one of 
the remaining candidates at the second.. And 
these candidates should be  more “moderate”, 
if moderates are the larger parties..  



How many voters vote again at the 
second ballot? 



Evidence from municipal elections in 
Italy 

• And there is evidence that above the threshold 
policies are more moderate; 

• BNT test this by looking at the variance of the 
business property tax at the threshold; 

• If gov are more moderate above the threshold, 
there should be less variation in the business 
property tax (a highly politically charged policy) 
as gov change political identity, switching from 
left to right or vice versa; 

• And this is what we find. 



More moderation in policy with the 
runoff 

 



The Italicum 

• Hence, if it works the Italicum should lead to: 

• More stable and more homogenous 
government (single party gov); 

• Gov’s faster to react and more able to deliver, 
as there is a single House; 

• More “centrist” policies.  

• This should be useful to Europe as well, 
because Italy would then become a more 
reliable partner. 

 



The Italicum 

• One might actually wonder if italicum does 
not give too much power to executive.. And 
too few countervailing powers.. 

• My answer would be no in general (higher 
voting thresholds for electing President and 
Constitutional courts) and there are many 
other countervailing powers (i.e. the EU).. 

• But I am worried about weakness of political 
parties in Italy ..not sure they can substitute 
the leader.. 



The Italicum 

• Plus, as always, devil is in the details. 

• First, a single list does not mean a single 
party. Maybe, different parties will join in a 
single list to run at the elections, winning the 
bonus, and then divide again after the 
elections. 

• This depends on parliamentary regulations, 
that is up to the parliament to define. 

• Running in a single list for different parties is 
costly (loss of visibility), but it could happen. 



The Italicum 
• Second, and most worryingly, the results of 

BNT were predicted on a political landscape 
(Italy in the 90’s and 2000’s) where:  

• moderate parties were the largest parties and 

• the main cleavage among voters was along 
the traditional left to right dimension; 

• But as the result of the economic crisis and 
the inability of governments to cope with it 
the political landscape has changed.   



The Italicum 
• First, a second cleavage among voters has 

emerged, that between voters who are pro-
Euro and pro-Europe and voters who are 
against Euro and against Europe;   

 

• Second, as a result, an extreme party (5 Star 
Movement) anti Euro /anti Europe is now the 
second largest party.   

 



Eurobarometer 2015: support for the 
Euro 



Latest electoral surveys 



The Italicum 
• Hence, the Italicum runoff might now give the 

majority to an extreme anti-euro party. 

 

• At the moment, this looks unlikely because 
the electorates of the parties mostly against 
Europe/Euro (M5, Lega..) are very different 
and might not merge at the crucial ballot.. 

 

• But who knows. Lot will depend on how the 
economic situation will evolve in next years 
before elections (Spring 2017)?  



Eurobarometer 2015: Perceptions on 
Economic Situation 



Latest Forecast (EC, 2015) 



Conclusions 
• Summing up, the institutional reforms might 

work, leading to more stable and decisive govs in 
Italy; 

• In particularly, if the situation returns to 
normality after the long economic crisis. 

• But, one should not underestimate the ability of 
traditional parties & politics to undermine even 
the best reforms, as it happened in 1994-01; 

• And the economic/political situation is still far 
from being settled.   


