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P o li t ic a l  Processes and  P o lic y  C o n te n t: O n  P o lit ic s  as C auses a n d  P o lic ie s  

as E ffe c ts

D a g  A n c k a r

One disturbing find ing in the literature on politics and policies is that policies 
are best exp la ined  b y  socio -econ om ic factors, w hile  politica l processes and politica l 
structures p lay  a m inor exp lanatory role. F or politica l scientists, w h o hold the be lie f 
that they are investigating im portant things, such a result clearly  offers  a challenge, 
and the aim o f  this paper is to critica lly  discuss and evaluate the reasoning and the 
m ethods applied  in this fie ld  o f  research. Section  2 o f  the paper gives a short re 
v ie w  o f  som e studies advocating the n on -im p ortan ce o f  politics, and on the basis 
o f  this rev iew  som e m ajor points are selected fo r  closer scrutiny:

(1) The literature stating that politica l variables exert little in fluence on po licy  
variables has usually ignored the tem poral sequence o f  variables. Consequently, d y 
nam ic in ferences concerning the relationsh ip betw een  politics and po licy  have been  
draw ned from  a cross-sectional m odel o f  analysis. H ow ever, such a m odel diverts 
attention from  im portant causal chains. F or instance, policies exert in fluence on  the 
socia l environm ent —  w hen  stating that socio -econ om ic factors determ ine the content 
o f  policies, one is rea lly  explain ing w ith  the aid o f  an independent variable w h ich  in 
cludes aspects o f  the dependent one: policies are to som e degree at least exp la ined 
b y  policies. In teractional relations betw een  system s on d ifferent levels should also 
be g iven  attention in this respect: w hen  fo r  instance stating that politica l variables 
do not exp la in  m unicipial expenditures, one should keep in m ind that such exp en d i
tures often  are determ ined through political decisions at a h igher system s level. A nd 
further: one is o f  course entitled to ask w hether p o licy  is a variab le  that m ay a ffect 
the politica l process. The answ er should obv iou sly  be in the a ffirm ative, this m eaning 
that the independent variables, w hen  a ffected  b y  the dependent ones, take other 
form s and other exp lanatory  values.

(2) M ost studies aim ing at exp la in ing policies em ploy  public expenditures as a 
dependent variable. Thus, w hen  m aintain ing that politics cannot explain  policies, 
one rea lly  m aintains that politics cannot exp la in  public expenditures. This, how ever, 
shou ld  to som e extent be self-ev ident, as the leve l o f  expenditures to a considerable 
degree is dependent on environm ental econ om ic conditions. H ow ever, there are sec
torial d ifferences betw een  public expenditures: those pertaining to the have, h av e-n ot 
struggle (w elfare, eduction) are m ore close ly  related to po litica l variables, such  as 
party com petition , than those not belonging in this category. The same inconsistent 
pattern  appears also in studies dealing w ith  other p o licy  m easures (laws, innovations, 
redistribution  ratios). The basic issue thus rem ains unsolved. The problem  is, by  
and large, that p o licy  is rea lly  not a variable. The con cept stands fo r  a variety  o f
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things (decisions, activities, results), and this being the case, one is not surprised to 
fin d  a corresponding variety o f results: som etim es politics em erge as an im portant 
exp lanatory  variable, som etim es not. The com parab ility  o f  d ifferent studies cannot 
be  achieved, unless the categorization  o f  »p o licy »  is considerably  re fined  —  one possible 
w ay  has been  indicated by  Ilkka H eiskanen and T uom o M artikainen in a recent paper 
(Scandinavian Political Studies, 1974).

(3) W hen turning to conceptions o f  politics as an independent variable, tw o ar
gum ents im m ediately  com e to one’s m ind. F irstly, it should be quite obvious that social 
and econom ic factors cannot in them selves be inputs. T hey have an im pact on policies 
through the m ediation  o f  politica l processes and structures, w h ich  accord ingly  at any 
rate are to be regarded as im portant in terven ing variables. A n  secondly, the e x 
planatory values g iven  fo r  socio -econ om ic variables do not account fo r  total variations 
in the dependent po licy  variables, this clearly  indicating that the exp lanatory  patterns 
are insu fficien t ones. A s the operationalizations o f  the politica l system  often  are 
v ery  crude and thus unfit fo r  catching the in teractive com p lex ity  o f  decision-m aking, 
it is v ery  m uch  possible that m ore re fined  w ays o f  look in g at politics w ould  add 
con siderab ly  to these patterns. Thus, the argum ent is that politics is grasped in a 
non in form ative m anner. Som e steps tow ards m ore refined  conceptualizations and 
operationalizations o f  politics are suggested. F or instance, it is poin ted  out that linear 
assum ptions concerning the relationship betw een  cause and e ffect should be repla* 
ced  b y  nonlinear assum ptions; consequently, nonlinear techniques should be used 
w h en ever possible.

M e th o d s  o f P r o p o r t io n a l R e p re s e n ta tio n : A  T h e o re tic a l A n a ly s is

M a r k k u  L a a k s o

Stein  Rokkan, D ouglas W . Rae, V ictor H anby, John Loosem ore, A rend L ijphart 
and R obert W. G ibberd  have done the p ioneering w ork  in trying to establish the 
relationsh ip betw een  vote  shares and seat shares in an electora l district as precisely  
as possible. T hey have derived  the form ulas fo r  the thresholds o f  representation  and 
exclu sion  in the three principal variants o f  list system s o f proportional representation: 
the d ’H ondt, Sainte Lague and largest rem ainder system s. The purpose o f this article 
is to w iden  and specify  their results. The general form ula  fo r  all the m ethods o f 
proportiona l representation  based on the num ber series is derived. Furtherm ore a 
n ew  threshold form u la  is defin ed ; a threshold o f  w inning all the seats.

The fo llow in g  sym bols are used throughout the paper: 
n =  the num ber o f  parties in a g iven  electora l district 
m  =  the num ber o f  seats in  a given  electora l d istrict 

(district m agnitude)
k =  the first d iv isor o f  a num ber serie
v r =  the threshold o f  representation
v w =  the threshold o f  w inning all the seats

The general condition  fo r  the threshold o f  w inning all the seats is presented using 
R aschauer’s form u la  (see Ehto 1). A ccord in g  to Raschauer the d ifferent m ethods o f
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proportiona l representation  can be described b y  (a • m  —  b) w here a and b  are 
constants. Table 1 (Taulukko 1) show s the values o f a and b fo r  electora l m ethods 
studied.

Form ulas fo r  the threshold o f  w inning all the seats are presented in  T able 2 
(Taulukko 2). In  turn from  the condition  2 (Ehto 2) the form ula  fo r  the threshold 
o f representation  is derived  and the results are presented in  T able 3 (Taulukko 3).

T heoretica l results and em pirica l applications show  the w ellk n ow n  fact that 
Sainte Lagué is m ore proportional than d ’Hondt. The Danish m ethod fo r  allocating 
seats, how ever, is the m ost proportional num ber series m ethod studied in this paper 
(num ber series 1, 4, 7 , . . . ,  3 m — 2).

Form ulas fo r  theoretical lim its o f  m axim um  distortion  originally  presented by  
L oosem ore and H anby are also derived  on the basis o f  the v r and v w thresholds. 
Results are presented in T able 6 (Taulukko 6). The in form ation  content o f  the D index 
is m uch  the sam e as obtained on the basis o f the aforem entioned threshold  form ulas.

The rest o f  the paper is devoted  to the problem  o f the first d iv isor o f  the m ethods 
o f  proportional representation. This is a very  im portant problem  particu larly  in 
Scandinavia. D enm ark, N orw ay and Sw eden apply the Sainte Lagué m ethod m od ified  
through  the stipulation o f  a 1.4 »barrier» against party  fragm entation. B ecause there 
is also in Fin land pressures to change the electoral system  in the direction  o f  the 
other Scandinavian  countries this question is also one o f the m ain points o f  the con 
stitutional reform  in  our country. The analysis based on the threshold form ulas shows 
that the Scandinavian  m odel o f  the Sainte Lagué ru le has no theoretical basis. It is 
hard to find  any reasonable argum ent w h y  the first d iv isor o f the num ber series 
should be just 1.4. This question  needs, how ever, further studies also using em pirical 
e lection  results.


