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Imke Harbers and Matthew C. Ingram*
Democratic Institutions Beyond the
Nation State: Measuring Institutional
Dissimilarity in Federal Countries
The persistence of subnational undemocratic regimes in new democracies has
recently revived interest in intra-national patterns of democratization. This article
offers new data and a methodological contribution to this literature, emphasizing
the measurement of institutional variation across territorial units and levels of
government. Developing new measures of the unevenness of democratic institutions
within individual countries, and illustrating these measures with an original data set
on electoral rules in Mexico at the federal level and across 32 subnational units, we
provide tools to enhance the study of democracy, particularly at the subnational level
and in federal or decentralized systems. More specifically, we develop measures of
institutional characteristics across a country’s spatial units and of federal-to-state
institutional dissimilarity – what we call system-wide institutional incongruence.
THOUGH DEMOCRACY HAS GENERALLY BEEN UNDERSTOOD AS A COUNTRY-LEVEL

variable, recent scholarship has identified significant intra-country
variation in the design and performance of democratic institutions.
This uneven, ‘patchwork’, ‘mosaic’ or ‘archipelagic’ character of
democracy and democratic institutions stands out as a crucial
scholarly and policy concern in the current literature on democratization, and a large literature has developed that addresses
subnational variation in key political phenomena (see, for example,
Cornelius 1999; Gibson 2005, 2010; Giraudy 2012; McMann 2006;
Moncada and Snyder 2012; Snyder 2001). O’Donnell (1993)
highlighted how countries that are nominally democratic at the
national level contain subnational ‘brown’ areas – predominantly
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rural and poor regions – where the state has little or no presence,
resulting in situations where the state is present for some citizens
and nearly totally absent for others, based only on where one
happens to live. The uneven reach of state institutions within single
countries is increasingly a key subject in the growing literature on
the quality of democracy in the post-transition era. This challenges
us to develop a better understanding of subnational regime
dynamics and the way in which institutions and political processes
at different levels of government interact.
So far, however, the empirical study of these phenomena has
been hampered by the lack of adequate data, as well as conceptual
and theoretical tools (Snyder 2001). Data limitations on local
outcomes of interest abound. Further, there is a striking disconnect
between the empirical evidence for intra-state variation and our
ability to conceptualize, measure and analyse observed patterns.
One key challenge is that conceptual tools developed for nationallevel analysis cannot be applied uncritically to subnational units. As
Sartori (2005: 73) points out, ‘Florida or Louisiana or Mississippi . . .
are not states in the sense in which Mexico and Tanzania are such.’
Addressing basic analytic shortcomings in these areas requires more
careful, systematic work in conceptualization and operationalization. Analyses of territorially uneven processes challenge us to
account for the fact that a higher level of authority exists, that
subnational units are linked to that authority, and that lower-level
(that is, local) political processes or phenomena may overlap,
intersect or coincide in key ways with higher-level processes or
phenomena.
In federations and other political systems that have several levels
or layers of government – that is, ‘multilevel’ systems – the danger of
flawed measurement applies not only to the subnational level, but to
the national level as well. The literature requires better system-wide
measures that capture variation both across subnational units
and across levels of government. Previous research has suggested
that considerable analytic costs inhere in failing to address the
challenges of intra-country variation. Invalid conclusions for nationallevel phenomena may be drawn, for instance, where cross-national
research relies on national averages to operationalize a concept, or
infers national values from ‘best-known cases’, for example, drawing
conclusions about the whole of Brazil from states such as São
Paulo (Hagopian 1996: xiii; Lijphart 1975; Snyder 2001). Beyond
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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subnational variation, Snyder draws attention to cross-level variation
in policy and institutional design. That is, the degree to which
similar formal rules intersect or overlap across different levels of
government is substantively important. In sum, unless the field
develops a better understanding of subnational and multilevel
institutional systems and incorporates them into research, substantial analytic risk attaches to our capacity to ‘see’ local politics and
fully comprehend national politics.
In this article, we build on existing studies of subnational
democratization and offer a methodological contribution to the
research agenda on institutional unevenness within countries by
conceptualizing and measuring system-wide institutional incongruence. Our substantive focus is on formal electoral rules, and we
construct an index of properties of local electoral institutions.
Notably, we offer two measures: (1) a measure of the subnational
variation in institutional characteristics – this part complements
other efforts to measure the unevenness of institutions within single
countries; and (2) a measure of the congruence between the design
of local institutions and their national counterparts – this second
measure goes beyond studies of spatial unevenness, per se, to
capture overall, system-wide, dissimilarity. We illustrate our measures
on the basis of an original data set of party formation rules across
Mexico’s 31 states, the Federal District and the federal level of
government. This new data set, then, comprises information about
formation rules in 33 ‘party systems’ within a single country. We
show how scholars can enhance the analytic leverage brought to
bear on questions of institutional unevenness and performance.
In doing so, we engage scholarship in two main areas: (1) subnational,
territorial and multilevel politics; and (2) democratization and the
development of democratic institutions.
The article proceeds as follows. First, we provide an overview of
some of the primary methodological implications of the literature
on subnational and multilevel politics. In this section, we review the
literature on subnational politics, especially in Mexico, highlighting
the need to measure institutional characteristics in a way that
captures variation in these characteristics across territorial units
and across levels of government (on the importance of interaction,
see Snyder 2001). Second, using electoral rules in Mexico as an
illustrative example, we show how this kind of variation can be
operationalized in systematic ways. This step generates an index of
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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institutional design – a ‘party barriers index’ – measuring institutional properties at the state and federal level. Third, utilizing both
the state and federal metric, we generate a measure of system-wide
dissimilarity or overall ‘institutional incongruence’. Lastly, we offer
suggestions on how the steps above can be used to enhance studies
of institutional unevenness across countries and across territorial
units within a single country. In this section, we illustrate the
usefulness of our measures on the basis of the emerging literature
on subnational undemocratic regimes, highlighting how our concepts
and data help meet many of the challenges for comparative research in
multilevel democracies.

DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS BEYOND THE NATION STATE

Even though many democratic regimes in the developing world have
endured, alleviating fears of outright democratic breakdown, they
often do not live up to the hopes of the transition period in terms of
the quality or evenness of democracy. At the national level, checks
and balances have often remained weak, so that accountability of
elected officials to citizens is hampered, and the real effectiveness of
rights and liberties is weaker in practice than in theory (see, for
example, O’Donnell 1994). Also, democratization has coincided
with a global trend towards more decentralized governance – in
country after country, political, fiscal and/or administrative powers
were transferred to subnational governments (see, for example,
Hooghe and Marks 2003; Montero and Samuels 2004). As a
consequence, subnational and territorial politics have increasingly
become an important field of study. While the tendency to conceive
of politics primarily as a national-level phenomenon has been
characteristic of the whole discipline, the strong centralist legacy in
Latin America has led scholars of the region to be particularly
wedded to the idea that the activity of politics is carried out in the
national arena (on historic centralism, see Véliz 1980).
Comparativists have increasingly turned their attention to
subnational comparative analyses, especially since Snyder’s call
(2001) for ‘scaling down’. Research agendas of this sort have been
especially vibrant in Latin America’s federal systems. In Mexico, this
literature includes, among others, studies of the territorial unevenness of the decline of the hegemonic party (Cornelius 1999;
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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Lujambio 2001; Wuhs 2008). More recently, the literature has
expanded to studies of uneven institutional development, such as
subnational legislatures (Beer 2003; Beer and Mitchell 2004), electoral
institutions (Eisenstadt 2004; Monsiváis Carrillo 2009), as well as courts
and the judiciary (Beer 2006; Ingram 2012a, 2012b). A common
theme shared and amplified by these studies is the widespread
empirical evidence that political practices in some regions of new
democracies fall considerably short of democratic standards and that
political processes at different levels of government interact with each
other. Yet, the conceptual implications of these findings often remain
unclear. More specifically, the research programme struggles with the
question of how to ‘scale back up’ to examine the implications of
variation in subnational institutions identified by the first generation
of research for national categories. Acknowledging the interdependence of political arenas is important because the exclusive focus on
either the national or the subnational level incurs the risk of overly
simple or outright false classifications.
While institutional variation across levels occurs in old and new
democracies, in new democracies this issue is particularly pressing
because of greater institutional fluidity. Argentina, for instance,
experienced a virtual whirlwind of electoral reforms after the
return to democracy in 1983 (Calvo and Micozzi 2005). By 2003, 32
constitutional reforms and 34 electoral reforms had created a
situation where no two provinces selected representatives using the
same electoral formula. In their analysis of the determinants of these
reforms, Calvo and Micozzi (2005) show that reforms tended to
strongly benefit incumbent elites seeking to safeguard their position
vis-à-vis local challengers. There is thus evidence that dissimilarity
may grow over time, making the development of accurate measures
increasingly pressing.
Because subnational units with directly elected public officials
possess political systems of their own, it is important to theorize
about the ways in which political systems at different levels of
government influence each other. In this regard, Gibson and
Suarez-Cao’s conceptualization (2010) of ‘federalized party systems’
is groundbreaking. The ‘federalized party system’ brings together
party ‘subsystems’ that exist at different levels of government and
are interdependent. Thus, while the dynamics of competition in
each subsystem are governed by distinct electoral laws, dynamics of
competition in local subsystems have repercussions for the national
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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subsystem, and vice versa. Translating these insights to institutions
beyond party systems has remained difficult, however.
In light of empirical evidence of unequal democratization and
institutional variation, a second generation of research has emerged
that seeks to identify the factors that explain the emergence and
persistence of subnational undemocratic regimes.1 Because these
subnational regimes are embedded in national democracies, they
must at least resemble electoral politics, and restricted contention
generally takes the form of single-party dominance (Gibson 2005;
Giraudy 2010; Key 1949). Analysing such regimes poses considerable
challenges. For instance, the literature is still grappling with the
question of whether subnational regimes can indeed be considered
‘authoritarian’, even though the national regime is classified as
democratic (on conceptualizations of subnational regime types, see
Behrend 2011; Bland 2011; Giraudy 2012). In other words, do
subnational political systems contain a sufficient degree of ‘boundedness’ to merit classification as regime types in their own right?
And why does the problem of uneven democratization appear to be
more pervasive in some countries than in others? Which role does
the national context play? To advance the research agenda on
subnational undemocratic regimes, it is crucial to gain a better
understanding of how these regimes function within national
democracies and, consequently, which strategies elites employ to
maintain them over time. Yet, while the unevenness of democratic
institutions has become a key concern in the literature on
democratization, attempts to explain the persistence of subnational
undemocratic regimes have so far been hampered by the lack of
methodological tools to measure systematically institutions in
multilevel systems, particularly the degree of unevenness, both
across territorial units and levels of government.
In sum, while the literature on state and municipal politics is
growing rapidly, the development of conceptual tools to study the
relationship between different levels of government has lagged. The
‘world under investigation’ has become larger due to the increasing
prominence of the subnational level, but it is not clear whether our
conceptual, theoretical or methodological tools ‘travel’ adequately
(Sartori 1970: 1034). Uncritically applying concepts developed for
one level of government to multilevel contexts incurs the risk of
conceptual stretching, however. The challenge is primarily two-fold.
We need: (1) to develop new concepts for the study of subnational
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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institutions and multilevel politics beyond the concepts developed
for the national level; and (2) to rethink the degree to which
national-level categories and measures change if subnational politics
becomes more important.
CASE SELECTION: PARTY FORMATION RULES IN MEXICO

Contributing to the conceptual and methodological debate outlined
in the previous section, we propose measures to capture variation in
institutional rules across territorial units and across levels of
government. While the measures can be calculated for many types
of formal institutions in multilevel settings, we illustrate them on the
basis of party formation rules in Mexico. These electoral rules
exemplify many of the challenges for studying institutions in
multilevel settings in general and for the literature on subnational
undemocratic regimes in particular.
Rules governing party formation are frequently mentioned in the
literature on subnational politics as one of the ways in which
subnational elites protect themselves from challengers (Calvo and
Micozzi 2005; Giraudy 2012). Even though case studies frequently
mention within-country variation in party formation rules, this
insight has not been taken up by the theoretical literature on party
formation, which continues to treat formation rules as a national
phenomenon. The cross-national literature on the emergence of
new parties in particular has ignored subnational rules. Yet,
considering only national-level institutional variables risks errors in
internal validity, errors that eventually translate to mis-measurement
and mis-specification of models. In causal analyses a national-level
variable, such as signatures required to appear on the ballot, might
not be significant either because it genuinely does not affect party
formation, or because parties circumvented the high national
barrier by taking advantage of lower barriers at the subnational
level. They may then use this opening to build successively larger
national organizations (see, for example, Chandler and Chandler
1987: 91; Miragliotta 2012; Willey 1998). So far, the literature on
party emergence in new democracies has largely neglected such
subnational dynamics and assumed that within single countries
parties are subject to a uniform set of rules.
Empirically, this article draws on an original data set of party
formation rules in Mexico. More specifically, we apply theoretical
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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guidelines for measuring the openness of party systems to electoral
codes from all 32 Mexican states and to the federal level. Mexico
constitutes an instance of a new federal democracy. For most of
the twentieth century, power in Mexico was tightly controlled by
the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario
Institucional – PRI), and, within the party, power was concentrated
in the upper echelons of the organization. Exceedingly high barriers
for new parties discouraged defections from the dominant party, as
breaking away from the Institutional Revolutionary Party would
effectively mark the end of one’s political career. Electoral laws and
specifically party formation requirements were tools skilfully used by
the dominant party to limit space for the opposition (Crespo 2004).
Political centralism meant that state laws tended to be drafted to mirror
their national equivalent. Thus, the national electoral code – which
sets high obstacles for the formation of new parties – would be copied
across the states, setting similarly high bars at the local level.
Democratization has reinvigorated federal dynamics, and states therefore have more room to craft their own electoral laws. This, however,
has gone hand in hand with unequal democratization across states.
During the democratization process in the late 1980s and 1990s the
federal electoral code was reformed to provide more space to the
opposition. One key concern of the emerging opposition was that
the organization of elections be removed from the government, which
was controlled by the Institutional Revolutionary Party. The 1990
reform created a national electoral body, the Federal Electoral Institute
(Instituto Federal Electoral – IFE), which governs all federal elections,
and each subnational unit has since followed suit, creating its own
equivalent organ or state electoral institute (instituto estatal electoral –
IEE). These state institutions regulate state and local elections. Within
each state, the legislature approves a local electoral law, and this law
governs state and local elections, including the rules regarding the
formation of state parties. Our analysis examines the most recent state
electoral codes as of June 2010, to capture rules of party formation.
DERIVING THE COMPONENTS OF THE INDEX: BARRIERS TO PARTY
FORMATION IN MEXICAN STATES

The categories of our measure of institutional barriers are grounded
in the theoretical literature on party formation. Barriers to party
formation can be grouped into two categories: ballot access
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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requirements and ‘playing field’ characteristics. First, ballot access
requirements refer to the formal administrative hurdles parties must
overcome to appear on the ballot. In short, ballot access is the process
of acquiring the party registration. Second, once parties have registered
and secured a space on a ballot, they are confronted with the
characteristics of the electoral playing field. New contenders may have
institutional disadvantages vis-à-vis established parties, or they may
compete on fairly equal ground. Thus, these characteristics of the
playing field are triggered once the new party has met all requirements
to register as a party. For each of the two dimensions, we identify three
indicators. Table 1 reports data for all six indicators. It should be noted
that one Mexican state – Aguascalientes – does not allow any state
parties. Only nationally registered parties are allowed to compete in
local elections, which means that there are no local rules governing
party formation in the state.
Ballot Access Requirements
High formal requirements for party registration can hamper the
formation of new parties. Indeed, while ‘the major parties prepare
media ads, buy television time, and plan campaign strategy, third
party candidates devote their scarce resources to getting on the
ballot’ (Rosenstone et al. 1984: 24). We distinguish three key
dimensions of ballot access requirements: signature requirements,
spatial distribution and the length of the formation process.
Signature Requirement. A new party generally has to demonstrate
that its application has a certain level of popular support from
voters. The higher the required number of signatures backing the
application, the harder it is for new parties to appear on the ballot
(Hug 2001). Some Mexican states report these requirements as
minimum numbers of supporters, while others report minimum
percentages of voting population. Where necessary, we converted
the raw numbers to percentages of the voting population, providing
comparable measurements across states. The state of Chiapas has
the highest signature requirement at 3 per cent of the state’s voting
population. This is three times higher than the mean, which lies at 1
per cent for all included states. With a requirement of only 0.11 per
cent of the voting population, the states of Baja California and
Puebla have the lowest support requirement.
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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Table 1
Raw Values and Party Barriers Index
State

I1

I2

I3

Index Rank

I4

I5

I6

0.11
0.50
1.77
0.24
0.20
0.44
0.75
0.75
0.22
0.54
0.46
0.02
0.73
0.44
0.22
0.46
0.00
0.12
0.61
0.19
0.33
0.20
0.81
2.33
0.50
0.00
0.95
1.06
0.07
0.32
1.20
0.75

0.36
0.24
0.40
0.35
0.36
0.40
0.33
0.39
0.43
0.39
0.39
0.40
0.33
0.62
0.40
0.40
0.40
0.38
0.40
0.35
0.40
0.40
0.44
0.40
0.34
0.36
0.41
0.44
0.47
0.40
0.40
0.37

2.50
2.00
2.00
3.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
3.00
2.00
3.50
1.50
2.00
3.00
2.00
1.50
1.50
2.00
3.00
2.00
3.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
1.50
3.00
2.00
1.50
2.50
2.00

0.62
0.60
0.46
0.59
0.40
0.55
0.46
0.50
0.53
0.42
0.46
0.60
0.61
0.29
0.50
0.59
0.51
0.46
0.45
0.36
0.66
0.58
0.61
0.29
0.43
0.64
0.42
0.53
0.48
0.43
0.44
0.51

48.09 457.42 0.53 0.39 2.19

0.50

Aguascalientes
Baja California
Baja California Sur
Campeche
Coahuila
Colima
Chiapas
Chihuahua
Distrito Federal
Durango
Guanajuato
Guerrero
Hidalgo
Jalisco
Mexico
Michoacan
Morelos
Nayarit
Nuevo Leon
Oaxaca
Puebla
Queretaro
Quintana Roo
San Luis Potosi
Sinaloa
Sonora
Tabasco
Tamaulipas
Tlaxcala
Veracruz
Yucatan
Zacatecas
Federal

0.11 60.00 750
0.50 60.00 660
1.08 54.55 630
1.50 15.79 480
0.50
0.00 420
3.00 33.33 360
0.50 22.39 600
0.50 100.00 360
2.00 33.33 480
0.30 50.00 375
0.25 37.04 300
1.36 66.66 570
1.00 33.00 495
0.12 51.20 420
0.34 50.00 555
2.00 66.66 225
2.00 55.56 180
0.12 29.41 690
1.50 52.00 390
0.11
0.00 330
1.50 55.56 615
1.77 66.66 480
2.00 66.66 455
1.00 55.56 210
0.79 51.39 210
1.40 70.59 600
0.20 53.49 630
1.26 66.66 360
1.00 66.66 360
0.38 66.66 390
1.00
0.00 600
0.26 62.50 630

Mean*

1.00

1
4
7
22
10
29
12
20
16
13
27
19
8
6
32
17
9
15
21
23
30
2
11
5
31
25
3
28
14
18
26
24

Notes: I1 5 signature requirement (percentages); I2 5 spatial requirement
(percentages); I3 5 length of formation process (in days); I4 5 funding (in
pesos per voter); I5 5 electoral system (percentages); I6 5 maintenance
requirement (percentages).
* Excludes federal values.

Spatial Distribution. Spatial distribution requirements, which mandate
a certain level of territorial (that is, geographic) coverage for the
nascent party organization, are another barrier to party formation
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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(Birnir 2004). The higher the minimum number of territorial units
within which a new party must have an organizational presence, the
more difficult it will be to meet this requirement. We calculate spatial
distribution by dividing the number of required territorial units within
the state in which the group must have members (municipalities or
districts) by the total number of units in the state. This yields a
percentage that is comparable across states. States differ markedly in
the degree to which they impose spatial distribution requirements
on parties. While the Federal District mandates an organizational
presence in all units, Colima, Puebla and Zacatecas have no specific
spatial distribution requirements. The mean requirement across
states is 48 per cent.
Length of Formation Process. The process of applying for party
registration is necessarily subject to deadlines. Two timing characteristics affect party formation: deadlines for the application itself,
and the time allowed for the state electoral institute to make its
decision once the application is submitted. Combining the time
periods for these two requirements yields the expected duration of
the entire formation process. Restrictive rules make this a lengthy
process and thus require very early applications, while more lenient
rules allow applications closer to election day.
Regarding the time allowed for decisions, a group may submit an
application, and the decision to allow or disallow its registration
should be fairly procedural. In other words, either the group
submitted the required documentation or it did not; there is very
little room for interpretation. Thus, the decision should be fairly
quick. However, some states allow as long as six months (Baja
California and Nuevo Leon) for this decision. Delays in the
registration decision can snowball into problems in other areas.
For instance, if public financing hinges on party registration status,
the delay period means the group is without funding for that time.
If the election is approaching, this is time that the group could use
to organize campaign events. Ultimately, if the local rules require
that a party be registered by a given date prior to election day, delays
can even cause a failure to be registered on time and therefore the
organization might miss the election entirely.
This indicator is measured in days and the average length of the
formation process across states is longer than a year (457 days). In
Baja California, the process takes longer than two years (750 days),
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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and in eight other states it takes 600 days or longer. In Nayarit, a state at
the other end of the spectrum, the process of party formation can be
completed in three months (180 days).
Characteristics of the Playing Field
Even after a party has met all registration requirements, it still
cannot compete with established parties on equal footing. For
instance, it may not have access to the same level of public funding
as its peers with a longer trajectory. The electoral system can make it
easier or more difficult to obtain votes. Further, there may be a vote
threshold the party has to overcome to maintain its registry for the
next election. While these barriers influence the fortunes of the new
party only once it has ‘climbed over the fence’ of party registration,
political actors are aware of these rules, so these costs are likely to
enter into the calculus of party formation.
Public Funding. One key justification for public funding to political
parties is the claim that funding from publicly monitored sources
levels the electoral playing field (see, for example, Birnir 2005;
Mainwaring et al. 2010; Tavits 2008). Yet, the introduction of
subsidies has also been seen as a factor in the emergence of cartel
parties, which collude against new contenders (Katz and Mair 1995).
Whether public funding indeed lowers barriers to entry depends on
the conditions under which new parties can access such funds
(Spirova 2007: 34). Across Mexican states, rules determining the
amount of funding and conditions for eligibility vary substantially.
We calculate the amount of public funding per registered voter in
each state that would be available to a new party registering in 2010.
This measure provides meaningful information about the level of
financial support a new party can expect in each state, and a ‘per
voter’ transformation makes the metric comparable across states.2
The amount of funding a new party can expect varies considerably
across states. The mean across states is 0.53 pesos per registered
voter (in 2010 pesos; approximately 5 cents in US currency). Yet,
while new parties in Sinaloa can expect much more generous
subsidies of 2.33 pesos per voter, those forming in Nayarit and
Tabasco are left without financial support. New parties in the last
two states therefore have to fund their own activities while their
established peers receive support from public coffers.
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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Electoral System. In proportional representation (PR) systems, small
parties are more likely to obtain seats in the legislature than under
plurality and majority formulas (Rae 1971). Politicians as well as
voters are likely to be aware of the way the electoral system
influences the translation of votes into legislative representation.
Therefore, proportional representation ‘acts as a poor brake against
the formation and growth of new parties’ (Hauss and Rayside
1978: 43). All Mexican states have mixed electoral systems, which
combine proportional and majoritarian elements. However, the
weight given to these elements differs substantially. In Baja
California Sur only 24 per cent of seats (5 out of 21) are allocated
according to proportional representation criteria. The respective
percentage for the state of Mexico is 62 per cent (73 out of 118
seats). Such variation in electoral rules is important because it makes
it easier or harder for new parties to win votes and thus meet the
maintenance requirement discussed below.
Maintenance Requirement. This refers to the conditions a party must
meet in order to preserve its registry. If a party fails to meet these
requirements and therefore loses its registry, it must start the
formation process anew, sometimes even having to wait a set period
of time (for example, sit out the next electoral cycle) before
reapplying. Therefore, this characteristic of the playing field
influences whether a party will be able to survive to compete in
the next election. Spreading the electoral message of the new party
and building a reputation with voters is likely to take some time. New
parties must therefore be prepared for the possibility of a relatively
poor performance in the first contested election and hope to grow
over time. If new parties have to obtain a high percentage of the vote
to maintain their registry and survive, this imposes an additional
barrier (Birnir 2004). On average, new parties must obtain 2.19 per
cent of the vote to maintain their registry in Mexico’s states. The
most restrictive state is Jalisco, which mandates at least 3.5 per cent
support. At the other end of the scale, we find Mexico State, Nuevo
Leon, Oaxaca, Tamaulipas and Yucatan with 1.5 per cent.
MEASURING PARTY SYSTEM OPENNESS: THE BARRIERS INDEX

While the previous section discussed each of our six indicators
separately, we now bring them together to create a comprehensive
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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measure of party system openness. To ensure that scores on the
different dimensions are comparable, each of the individual measures
above was standardized on a scale from 0 to 1. The ‘barriers index’ is
the sum of the standardized values of all six indicators, divided by six.
Adding the indicators requires clarification. The first three indicators
and the last are similar in that low numbers identify an open party
system and high numbers indicate a closed one. For instance, low
values of popular support mean an aspiring party needs to enlist fewer
members in order to register. In contrast, higher values suggest open
party systems in the fourth and fifth indicators – funding and electoral
system. Thus, we inverted values for the latter two by subtracting
the standardized values from 1 and taking the absolute value of the
difference.3
The resulting index ranges theoretically from 0 to 1. In practice,
in our Mexican data, it ranges from 0.29 to 0.66 with a mean of 0.5.
The most open rules exist in the State of Mexico (0.29), the most
closed or restrictive rules in Queretaro (0.66). This index provides a
new metric with which to analyse party system openness and it can
be applied to other institutional rules, beyond the subnational level
within Mexico, and beyond Mexico.

MEASURING INSTITUTIONAL INCONGRUENCE: THE SYSTEM
DISSIMILARITY SCORE

After ‘scaling down’ in the previous section, the following
paragraphs provide a tool to ‘scale up’ and to examine the systemwide implications of subnational variation. This is important because,
as outlined above, political arenas at different levels of government are
interdependent. We propose a new measure to capture institutional
variation across levels of government. The intuition behind this
measure of institutional incongruence is straightforward: we are interested
in capturing the degree to which local institutions diverge from the
national standard. Further, we are interested in the average amount of
this divergence across all subnational units. That is, we are conceptually
interested in the differences between individual states and the national
standard, and in the pooled differences that generate a system-wide
level of dissimilarity.
Measuring institutional congruence between two levels of
government and among multiple units at the subnational level
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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poses several challenges, so that conventional indices used in the
comparative politics literature are not readily applicable. First,
widely used measures of proportionality in legislative studies (for
example, Gallagher’s Index, Saint-Lange Index) are inadequate
because they depend on the fact that there can never be more than
100 per cent of votes available (or 100 per cent of seats), and the
component measures of the index are reported in vote shares
and seat shares. Even a straightforward party system dissimilarity
index requires component measures to be in vote shares (for an
example of such an index, see Stefuriuc 2007: 55). This requirement
is unproblematic with election results, but in measuring institutional dissimilarity more broadly, there is no upper bound
equivalent to the 100 per cent maximum. Metrics of institutional
design may come in various forms and local institutions are
frequently more than 100 per cent divergent from the national
standard. For instance, an aspiring party at the national level in
Mexico may need a membership equal to 0.26 per cent of the
population, but a state may require an aspiring local party to obtain
a membership equal to 1 per cent (for example, Zacatecas), 2 per
cent (for example, Durango), or even 3 per cent (for example,
Chiapas) of the state’s population (amounting to a divergence from
the national norm of 285 per cent, 669 per cent and 1,054 per cent,
respectively).
Gibson and Suarez-Cao (2010) come closest to the measure we
aim for here, though we identify key differences, and gains, with our
measure. They contribute a measure of party system congruence
across the Argentine provinces based on the effective number of
parties (ENP, measured nationally and locally). Capturing average
differences between each state and the national ENP, as well as
variance among the states, this measure is adequate for studying
changes in party system congruence over time within a single
country. Given the ENP’s wide use and acceptance in comparative
politics, the congruence measure is also useful for examining
congruence within other single countries over time. However, for
our purposes, the measure has three shortcomings: (1) because ENP
is focused on measuring the number of parties, it is of reduced
utility for studies of other institutional rules or dimensions; (2)
because differences between local and central ENP are not
comparable from one country to another, it is of decreased utility
for cross-country comparisons; and (3) it does not intuitively
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
J

DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS BEYOND THE NATION STATE

39

communicate the degree of system-wide divergence from the
national standard – that is, system-wide dissimilarity – in part
because there is no upper bound, but also because the measure is
not reported as a proportion of the national standard.
Building on the proportionality and dissimilarity indices above, as
well as the insights from Gibson and Suarez-Cao (2010), we propose
a straightforward measure of institutional dissimilarity that (1) lends
itself to different types of measures; (2) can be applied to disparate
dimensions of institutional design; (3) can exceed 100 per cent; and
(4) offers an intuitive understanding of the degree of system-wide
divergence from the national standard, stated in percentage terms.
The calculation takes the absolute value of the difference between
the national and subnational measures of the institution and divides
by the national standard (yielding a proportion). This proportion is
summed across all territorial units and divided by the total number
of subnational units, generating a measure of average dissimilarity
for that institutional dimension. The process can be repeated for
additional dimensions, and the average across all dimensions yields
the aggregate, system-wide measure of dissimilarity. The measure
ranges theoretically from zero to infinity. Higher numbers reflect
greater dissimilarity; lower numbers indicate congruence. The
formula is shown below (where X is the variable for the institutional
dimension of interest (for example, vote threshold) and N is the
number of states or subnational units).4

Dissimilarity ¼

N
1 X
jX i  X national j
n
N i ¼1
X national

In Mexico, this formula yields the following dissimilarity scores
across all states within each dimension: signature requirement
(Indicator 1) 5 3.02, or 302 per cent dissimilarity; spatial distribution (I2) 5 31 per cent; length of formation process (I3) 5 30 per
cent; funding (I4) 5 60 per cent; electoral system (I5) 5 12 per cent;
and maintenance requirement (I6) 5 18 per cent (see Table 2).
Averaging these measures yields the system-wide measure of dissimilarity: 73 per cent. That is, overall the electoral laws governing the
emergence of new parties in the Mexican states are 73 per cent
dissimilar from the national standard. Put simply, the federalized
electoral laws are incongruent.
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Table 2
Dissimilarity Values
State

I1

I2

I3

I4

I5

I6

Mean

Aguascalientes
Baja California
Baja California Sur
Campeche
Coahuila
Colima
Chiapas
Chihuahua
Distrito Federal
Durango
Guanajuato
Guerrero
Hidalgo
Jalisco
Mexico
Michoacan
Morelos
Nayarit
Nuevo Leon
Oaxaca
Puebla
Queretaro
Quintana Roo
San Luis Potosi
Sinaloa
Sonora
Tabasco
Tamaulipas
Tlaxcala
Veracruz
Yucatan
Zacatecas

0.58
0.92
3.15
4.77
0.92
10.54
0.92
0.92
6.69
0.15
0.04
4.23
2.85
0.54
0.31
6.69
6.69
0.54
4.77
0.58
4.77
5.81
6.69
2.85
2.04
4.38
0.23
3.85
2.85
0.46
2.85

0.04
0.04
0.13
0.75
1.00
0.47
0.64
0.60
0.47
0.20
0.41
0.07
0.47
0.18
0.20
0.07
0.11
0.53
0.17
1.00
0.11
0.07
0.07
0.11
0.18
0.13
0.14
0.07
0.07
0.07
1.00

0.19
0.05
0.00
0.24
0.33
0.43
0.05
0.43
0.24
0.40
0.52
0.10
0.21
0.33
0.12
0.64
0.71
0.10
0.38
0.48
0.02
0.24
0.28
0.67
0.67
0.05
0.00
0.43
0.43
0.38
0.05

0.85
0.33
1.36
0.68
0.73
0.41
0.00
0.00
0.71
0.28
0.39
0.97
0.03
0.41
0.71
0.39
1.00
0.84
0.19
0.75
0.56
0.73
0.08
2.11
0.33
1.00
0.27
0.41
0.91
0.57
0.60

0.03
0.35
0.08
0.05
0.03
0.08
0.11
0.06
0.16
0.06
0.06
0.08
0.11
0.68
0.08
0.08
0.08
0.03
0.08
0.05
0.08
0.08
0.19
0.08
0.08
0.03
0.11
0.19
0.27
0.08
0.08

0.25
0.00
0.00
0.50
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.50
0.00
0.75
0.25
0.00
0.50
0.00
0.25
0.25
0.00
0.50
0.00
0.50
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.25
0.50
0.00
0.25
0.25

0.00
0.32
0.28
0.79
1.16
0.50
1.99
0.29
0.33
1.38
0.18
0.32
0.91
0.74
0.40
0.24
1.40
1.43
0.38
0.97
0.48
1.01
1.15
1.30
0.97
0.55
0.93
0.17
0.91
0.75
0.30
0.80

3.02

0.31

0.30

0.60

0.12

0.18

0.73

Mean

Note: I1 5 signature requirement; I2 5 spatial distribution; I3 5 length of
formation process (days); I4 5 funding; I5 5 electoral rules;
I6 5 maintenance requirement
PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: TOOLS FOR FUTURE ANALYSIS

Analyses of politics in multilevel contexts have been hampered, as
outlined above, by inadequate conceptual tools. In closing, let us
therefore illustrate the value added by our measures for this literature.
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While the measures we propose are potentially relevant for many
different areas of subnational comparative research, we illustrate the
usefulness of our measure on the basis of the emerging literature on
subnational undemocratic regimes (SURs). This is one of the most
dynamic areas in the literature on new democracies and it exemplifies
many of the challenges for research in multilevel settings.
Key questions in this literature examine how subnational
undemocratic regimes are able to isolate themselves from national
democratization and to maintain regimes that are juxtaposed to
national regimes. To answer these questions, researchers have
sought to identify the strategies employed by local elites to defend
their position and, more specifically, the governors’ bases of power.
There has been an implicit assumption that subnational undemocratic regimes within one country – but also across countries – are
sustained by similar factors, and research has generally assumed unit
homogeneity across subnational undemocratic regimes (Giraudy
2012). However, in light of the large variety of authoritarianisms
identified by the national-level literature on regime types (for
example, Geddes 1999), this is likely to be an overly simple and
ultimately untenable assumption. Just like their national counterparts, ‘subnational regimes can be differentiated in terms of the
power bases of incumbents’ (Giraudy 2012: 25). Indeed, extant
literature on subnational undemocratic regimes emphasizes at least
two different mechanisms through which subnational elites safeguard their position. Notably, these are from different ends of the
formal–informal continuum. For one, elites have been found to use
institutional engineering, specifically the design of subnational
electoral institutions, to limit contestation and to discriminate
against political rivals.5 Second, clientelistic networks and regional
political machines have been identified as important mechanisms
sustaining subnational undemocratic regimes.6 Yet, while the
literature, which has drawn heavily on within-country comparisons
and case studies, has found evidence for both types of strategies, not
all subnational undemocratic regimes necessarily draw on them to
the same degree. In fact, while studies of subnational undemocratic
regimes in Mexico and Argentina tend to emphasize institutional
engineering, the literature on Brazil focuses on clientelism. A closer
look at the authority of governors in these three countries reveals
that governors in Brazil do not control subnational electoral
institutions. Formation rules are uniform across Brazil or, in our
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
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terms, there is no institutional incongruence with regard to party
formation. All states are subject to the same national-level institutional
framework. Thus, ‘the survival of less-than-democratic enclaves in
Brazil has depended on contingent, informal, and unstable
strategies designed to construct and maintain political monopolies
that maximize the electoral returns of clientelism’ (Borges 2011).
There are, therefore, important differences in the power bases of
subnational incumbents among Latin America’s federations. Our
dissimilarity measure taps into this by indicating not only whether
provincial governments have the authority to manipulate local
institutions, but also whether they use this authority in practice.
This does not mean, however, that all subnational undemocratic
regimes in Argentina and Mexico are sustained by institutional
engineering. In addition to inter-country differences, there are
likely important differences within countries. While our dissimilarity
measure captures institutional variation at the country level, in this
case indicating that institutions in Brazil – contrary to Mexico and
Argentina – are perfectly congruent, the barrier index indicates per
state the degree to which specific provincial governments have
drawn on this authority. Thus, the barrier index can be useful for
identifying different types of subnational undemocratic regimes. For
instance, Giraudy (2010) identifies Oaxaca, Puebla, Tabasco and
Baja California, among others, as undemocratic. Yet, while the
former two score low on the barrier index, thus indicating that the
party system is relatively open to new contenders, the latter two have
closed systems. This contrast provides a useful starting point for
identifying different types of subnational undemocratic regimes. In
undemocratic states with open systems, governors may not draw
primarily on institutional engineering to limit contestation. Instead,
they may survive through the control of particularistic benefits, thus
indicating a more ‘Brazilian style’ of subnational undemocratic regime.
In sum, our measures can contribute to the literature on
subnational undemocratic regimes by enabling more systematic
measurement of formal institutions. The dissimilarity measure can
shed light on the overall opportunity structure for subnational
undemocratic regimes by highlighting important differences between
national contexts. The differences between Brazil, for instance, and
Argentina and Mexico may help answer the question of why
subnational undemocratic regimes appear to be more common in
some countries than in others. The barrier index can contribute
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to identifying different types of subnational undemocratic regimes,
based on the strategy used by incumbents to safeguard their
position. Developing a better understanding of different types of
subnational undemocratic regimes is crucial to advance theories of
subnational democratization. Different types of subnational undemocratic regimes are likely to be vulnerable to distinct challenges,
which highlights why changes in the national environment are
likely to threaten some subnational undemocratic regimes without
necessarily affecting others. Both measures proposed in this article
can be used as variables in comparative analyses. For example,
statistical analyses could employ the barrier index as a dependent
variable to explain variation in institutional design across territorial
units. More generally, the measurement strategy employed above
can be applied to capture cross-unit and cross-level variation of any
formal institution. Overall, better conceptualization and measurement of institutional variation in multilevel settings promise to
advance our understanding of democratic institutions beyond the
nation state.
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NOTES
1

2

Such regimes have also been referred to as ‘authoritarian enclaves’, for example by
Cornelius (1999). We follow Giraudy (2010) in using the term subnational
undemocratic regimes.
A clarification regarding coding decisions is in order. Most states distribute funding
in three categories: (1) general funds for ordinary, permanent activities; (2)
campaign funds in election years; and (3) additional funds for educational and
research activities. Reported calculations refer to the first category. Also, funding
formulas vary widely across states. First, Baja California Sur’s electoral law states that
new parties cannot receive more than a maximum of 2.5 per cent of what other
parties receive for ordinary, permanent activities (art. 53), but does not specify the
exact amount a new party should receive. We calculated financing in this state
according to the maximum of 2.5 per cent. Second, the financing allotted varies in
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3

4

5
6
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some states according to the electoral cycle (for example, Oaxaca, Puebla): parties
receive most of their funding in electoral years, and lesser amounts in other years.
We calculate the higher amount (election year) because new parties are generally
first eligible to receive funding in election years. Note that, even though we
calculate the highest amount, Puebla still has one of the lowest scores on this
indicator (0.19). Lastly, in one case (Durango) the electoral code was not
sufficiently clear, so we used the formula provided for allotting funding to new
parties that participated in the last election but did not meet the vote threshold to
be apportioned seats (art. 86(II)). In all of the above cases where funding formulas
were ambiguous or unclear, we assumed the most generous reading of the formula.
This conservative assumption reduced overall cross-state and cross-level variation,
emphasizing the significance of the variation we do find.
All scores are unweighted. However, a strong argument exists for weighting the first
three ‘ballot access’ indicators, as without this access the playing field requirements
are never even reached. We leave them unweighted but suggest that readers
consider weighted individual or sets of indicators.
For example, using the raw values in Table 1 and moving from top to bottom, the
dissimilarity score for the signature requirement would be calculated as follows:
[(|0.11 - 0.26|/0.26) 1 (|0.50 - 0.26|/0.26) 1 (|1.08 - 0.26|/0.26) y (|0.38 - 0.26|/0.26) 1
(|1.00 - 0.26|/0.26)]/31 5 3.02.
Evidence for institutional engineering is provided by Calvo and Micozzi (2005).
The role of clientelism and particularistic resources is emphasized by Borges (2011), as
well as Cornelius (1999). Holzner (2010: 124) mentions both mechanisms.

REFERENCES
Beer, C.C. (2003), Electoral Competition and Institutional Change in Mexico (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press).
—— (2006), ‘Judicial Performance and the Rule of Law in the Mexican States’, Latin
American Politics and Society, 48(3): 33–6.
—— and Mitchell, N. (2004), ‘Democracy and Human Rights in the Mexican States:
Elections or Social Capital?’, International Studies Quarterly, 48: 293–312.
Behrend, J. (2011), ‘The Unevenness of Democracy at the Subnational Level:
Provincial Closed Games in Argentina’, Latin American Research Review, 46(1): 150–76.
Birnir, J.K. (2004), ‘Stabilizing Party Systems and Excluding Segments of Society?
The Effects of Formation Costs on New Party Foundation in Latin America’, Studies
in Comparative International Development, 39(3): 3–27.
—— (2005), ‘Public Venture Capital and Party Institutionalization’, Comparative
Political Studies, 38(8): 915–38.
Bland, G. (2011), ‘Considering Local Democratic Transition in Latin America’,
Journal of Politics in Latin America, 3(1): 65–98.
Borges, A. (2011), ‘The Political Consequences of Center-Led Redistribution in
Brazilian Federalism: The Fall of Subnational Party Machines’, Latin American
Research Review, 46(3): 21–45.
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
J

DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS BEYOND THE NATION STATE

45

Calvo, E. and Micozzi, J.P. (2005), ‘The Governor’s Backyard: A Seat–Vote Model of
Electoral Reform for Subnational Multiparty Races’, Journal of Politics, 67(4): 1050–74.
Chandler, W.M. and Chandler, M.A. (1987), ‘Federalism and Political Parties’,
European Journal of Political Economy, 3(1–2): 87–109.
Cornelius, W. (1999), ‘Subnational Politics and Democratization: Tensions between
Center and Periphery in the Mexican Political System’, in W. Cornelius,
T. Eisenstadt and J. Hindley (eds), Subnational Politics and Democratization in Mexico
(La Jolla: Center for US–Mexican Studies, University of California): 3–16.
Crespo, J.A. (2004), ‘Party Competition in Mexico: Evolution and Prospects’, in
K.J. Middlebrook (ed.), Dilemmas of Political Change in Mexico (London: Institute of
Latin American Studies): 57–81.
Eisenstadt, T.A. (2004), Courting Democracy in Mexico: Party Strategies and Electoral
Institutions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).
Geddes, B. (1999), ‘What do we Know about Democratization after Twenty Years?’,
Annual Review of Political Science, 2(1): 115–44.
Gibson, E. (2005), ‘Boundary Control: Subnational Authoritarianism in Democratic
Countries’, World Politics, 58(1): 101–32.
—— (2010), ‘Politics of the Periphery: An Introduction to Subnational Authoritarianism and Democratization in Latin America’, Journal of Politics in Latin America, 2:
3–12.
—— and Suarez-Cao, J. (2010), ‘Federalized Party Systems and Subnational Party
Competition: Theory and an Empirical Application to Argentina’, Comparative
Politics, 43(1): 21–39.
Giraudy, A. (2010), ‘The Politics of Subnational Undemocratic Regime Reproduction
in Argentina and Mexico’, Journal of Politics in Latin America, 2(2): 53–84.
—— (2012), ‘Subnational Democracy: Lessons from Latin America’, APSA-CD,
Comparative Democratization, 10(1), January.
Hagopian, F. (1996), Traditional Politics and Regime Change in Brazil (New York:
Cambridge University Press).
Hauss, C. and Rayside, D. (1978), ‘The Development of New Parties in Western
Democracies since 1945’, in L. Maisel and J. Cooper (eds), Political Parties: Development and Decay (Beverly Hills: Sage): 31–58.
Holzner, C. (2010), Poverty of Democracy: The Institutional Roots of Political Participation in
Mexico (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press).
Hooghe, L. and Marks, G. (2003), ‘Unraveling the Central State, but How? Types of
Multi-level Governance’, American Political Science Review, 97(2): 233–43.
Hug, S. (2001), Altering Party Systems: Strategic Behavior and the Emergence of New Political
Parties in Western Democracies (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press).
Ingram, M.C. (2012a), ‘Crafting Courts in New Democracies: Ideology and Judicial
Council Reforms in Three Mexican States’, Comparative Politics, 44(4): 439–58.
—— (2012b), ‘Elections, Ideology, or Opposition? Assessing Competing Explanations
of Judicial Spending in Mexico’, Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization,
published early online 31 January.
Katz, R.S. and Mair, P. (1995), ‘Changing Models of Party Organization and Party
Democracy: The Emergence of the Cartel Party’, Party Politics, 1(1): 5–28.
c The Authors 2013. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press
J

46

GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSITION

Key, V.O. (1949), Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf).
Lijphart, A. (1975), ‘The Comparable-Cases Strategy in Comparative Research’,
Comparative Political Studies, 8(2): 158–77.
Lujambio, A. (2001), ‘Democratization through Federalism? The National Action
Party Strategy, 1939–2000’, in K. Middlebrook (ed.), Party Politics and the Struggle for
Democracy in Mexico (La Jolla: Center for US-Mexican Studies): 47–94.
McMann, K.M. (2006), Economic Autonomy and Democracy: Hybrid Regimes in Russia and
Kyrgyztan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).
Mainwaring, S., Gervasoni, C. and España-Nájera, A. (2010), The Vote Share of New and
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