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What is an Electoral System?

• Method and rules of counting votes to determine the outcome 
of elections. 

• What are the main jobs of electoral system?

– Translate votes into seats for legislature or translate votes for electing a 
position – Mayor, President, Vice President etc. (Primary)

– Form the direct or indirect channels of accountability

– Provide different incentives for political parties who are competing for your 
votes

• Think about these three points relate to Malaysia and keep this in 
mind for later half of the session



How do you choose an Electoral 
System?

• Criteria

– Ensuring a representative legislature

– Elections should be accessible and meaningful for voters

– Perception of legitimacy of government (think about our GE13)

– Formation of Stable Government (how’s our federal situation before 2008 
and after 2018)

– Promoting Parliamentary Opposition (Is it working out in Malaysia?)

– Does it provide incentive political parties to be conciliatory to hostile 
parties? (Think about our situation)

• Rarely, an electoral system is deliberately chosen. 



Key Variables in Electoral System

• Electoral Formula

• Ballot Structure

• District Magnitude



Electoral Formula

• Is the electoral system a plurality/majoritarian/proportional/mixed system?

• Plurality
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Candidate A wins the seat as he/she has the 
most votes (not majority)

Example – First Past the Post System (FPTP). Malaysia practices FPTP.

(Will cover more in the latter part)



Electoral Formula

• Majoritarian

In the first round of elections, A had the most votes but didn’t win 
the elections. A and B contest in second round, A finally secure 
victory (One form of Two Round System)
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Examples – Two Round System (most common) and Alternative Vote 
(Australia). Chairman of Kuasa advocates Alternative Vote



Electoral Formula

• Proportional

Party A, Party B and Party C contest in an 
election. The whole country is a single electoral 
district where Parties A, B and C contest. If the 
country has 100 seats, Party A should get 
around 36 seats, Party B gets 34 seats and Party 
C gets 30
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• Mixed Systems – A combination of Plurality/Majoritarian System 
with Proportional. Examples: MMP (Germany and New Zealand) 

Examples – Closed List PR (Rwanda), Single Transferable Vote 
(Australian Senate)



Ballot Structure

• Two ways to see this

– Choose Candidates or Parties

– Choose one option in the ballot or allowed to choose multiple options

• Example electoral systems that ask voters to choose candidates: 
First Past the Post System, Two Round System

• Example electoral systems that ask voters to choose parties: 
Closed List PR, Party Block Vote (Singapore)

• Example electoral systems that ask voters to do both above: MMP



Ballot Structure

• Number of Choices in Ballot

– Categorical (Choose one party or candidate in the ballot)

– Ordinal (Can choose more options for candidates or parties in the ballot)

– Combination of both

• Example of electoral systems that use Categorical Ballot: FPTP, 
Closed List PR

• Example of electoral systems that use Ordinal Ballot: Alternative 
Vote, Two Round System (France)

• Example of electoral systems that use both types of ballot choices: 
Single Transferable Vote (Australian Senate)



District Magnitude

• Specifies number of elected representative per electoral district

• Electoral District can be a country, province and/or divisions 
smaller than a province

• District Magnitude of One – One elected representative per 
district. Example electoral systems: FPTP, AV, TRS

• District Magnitude of More than One – More than one elected 
representative per district. Example Electoral System: All forms of 
proportional systems, SNTV, Party Block Vote



Electoral System Families

Source: ACE Project



Malaysian FPTP: What is it about?

• How do you know that Malaysia practices FPTP?

– Does our constitution explicitly mention the word First Past the Post?

– Does Article 46 hints any form of electoral system?

– Article 113 (2) – the first hint of presence of geographical form of 
constituencies

– Article 116 (2) – “the total number of constituencies shall be equal to the 
number of members, so that one member shall be elected for each 
constituency, and of that total in the States of Malaya a number determined 
in accordance with the provisions contained in Article 46 and the Thirteenth 
Schedule shall be allocated to each State.”

– Article 117 – “For the election of members to the Legislative Assembly of a 
State the State shall be divided into as many constituencies as there are 
elected members, so that one member shall be elected for each 
constituency; and the division shall be made in accordance with the 
provisions contained in the Thirteenth Schedule.”

– Hence, single member districts (Single Member Territorial Representation)



Malaysian FPTP: What is it about?

• So far does this mean FPTP? No

• Single Member Districts are used by FPTP, TRS and AV

• Let’s read Elections Act 1958 (13) (1)

- “Subject to the Election Offences Act 1954 [Act 5], the 
candidate for a constituency who polls the greatest number of 
valid votes cast by the electors of the constituency shall be 
deemed to be the elected member for that constituency…”

• Reading Article 116 (2), 117 and Elections Act 1958 (13) (1) – you 
laid the foundations of FPTP



Malaysian FPTP: Why choose this?

• Before independence, Malaya was considering either plurality or 
proportional

• Why plurality system (i.e., FPTP) was chosen?

– It is simple

– It promotes stable government

• Single Member or Multiple Member Constituencies (pre 1955 
elections)

– There was debate to have multi member electoral constituencies for some 
urban areas

– An argument for Multi Member constituency for urban area: Dividing an 
urban areas to host single member constituencies will create arbitrary 
divisions of communities



Malaysian FPTP: Why choose this?

• Single Member Constituency concept prevailed because a 
single representative can serve his or her constituents more 
effectively.

• Does the option of multi member district exists? – Check Local 
Government Elections Act 1960 (19) (1)

• Have we experienced elections using multi member districts? –
Refer to our past local council elections

• What are other arguments we have seen in support of FPTP?



Malaysian FPTP: Why choose this?

• Arguments in favour for FPTP:

– When first implemented in Malaya, it was much easier system to 
understand when illiteracy was around 65%

– The need of stable government. FPTP up to a point was responsible in 
giving governments a two third majority

– Simple and practical (even today)

– Gives you the choice to choose your preferred candidate

– Gives you the choice to choose your locally elected representative

– Can avoid the formation of coalition government (not true for Malaysia 
then and now)

– Speedy results which translates faster formation of government (minimize 
post election conflicts)

(Source: The conduct of election in Malaysia / Datuk Hj. A. Rashid A. Rahman (1994))



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• The elected representative is elected despite not receiving the 
majority of the votes
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1974 SUNGAI SIPUT ELECTIONS

SAMY VELLU (MIC)

P. PATTO (DAP)

MICHAEL THAM

(PEKEMAS)

R.C.M RAYAN (IND)

Source: Election Commission (1975)



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• Reinforce Permanent Pre-Electoral Coalitions (up to 2018)

Source: Sinar Harian (2/5/2021)Source: New Straits Times (14/12/2020)



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• Gets easily rigged by Malapportionment and Gerrymandering

Source: Tindak Malaysia Facebook Page, Election Commission



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• Get easily tampered by Voter Roll Irregularity

Cameron Highlands –

classic case of the 

failures of FPTP

- Undersized

- Disrespect Local ties

- Elected Rep won 

despite not having 

majority vote

- Gets tampered with 

voter roll irregularity



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• Government not built by the majority or reflective of popular 
vote

In 2018, Barisan

Nasional just need 

39.2% of the votes in 

the right seats in the 

country to form the 

government. Barisan

Nasional Votes was 

below the threshold, 

and it lost the elections

Source: Tindak Malaysia Facebook



Malaysian FPTP: Problems

• Deters greater representation of women and youths
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Conclusion
• Electoral System influence how we vote, the type of government 

we have and how party discourses are shaped and reinforced

• No Electoral System is Perfect

• We chose First Past the Post due to its simplicity and ability to 

form stable government

• However, post 2018 era indicates the need of change of our 

electoral system
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