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Abstract

Runoff systems allow for a reversion of the first-round results – the most voted candidate in the first
round may end up losing the election in the second round. But does winning the first round increase
the probability of winning the second? We investigate this question with data from national elections
since 1951, as well as subnational elections in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile and Mexico. Using a
regression discontinuity design, we find that being the most voted candidate in the first round has
a substantial effect on the probability of winning the second round in gubernatorial and mayoral
races, but in presidential elections the effect is negative – though not statistically significant at con-
ventional levels. The effect is much stronger when the top-two placed candidates are ideologically
close, but disappears when the election is polarized. We attribute these differences to the disparate
informational environment prevailing in local vs. presidential races.
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The two-round (qualified) majority system –henceforth the runoff system or runoff– is one of the most

popular electoral systems around the world. Used extensively in legislative elections in France (Granzier,

Pons and Tricaud 2021) and theUS (O’Neill 2007) –in 2021, the Democrats’ control of the Senate hinged

on two runoffs in Georgia–, since the 1990s it has been widely employed in presidential elections in Latin

America, Eastern Europe and Francophone Africa. More than half of such elections have been decided

in a second round and, conditional on a runoff being needed, the second-placed candidate emerged vic-

torious around one-third of the time (Figure 1).

The possibility of such reversions –meaning the second-placed candidate in the first round overturns

the outcome and emerges victorious in the second– is one of the most appealing features of the runoff

system, as it gives voters the possibility to evaluate candidates more carefully and facilitates rejecting

those who are only supported by a narrow subset of the electorate –ie, discard Condorcet losers (Bor-

dignon, Nannicini and Tabellini, 2016), though this depends on a 50% threshold being used (Bouton,

2013). However, recent research suggests that voters may not take full advantage of this opportunity. The

reason is that rankings matter: when given the chance, voters (and, presumably, party elites and campaign

donors) prefer higher-ranked candidates over lower-ranked ones, even if there is little difference between

them (Kiss and Simonovits 2014; Morton et al. 2015; Anagol and Fujiwara 2016; Hix, Hortala-Vallve and

Riambau-Armet 2017; Pons and Tricaud 2018; Granzier, Pons and Tricaud 2021; Chun and Larrick forth-

coming; Gulzar, Robinson and Ruiz forthcoming).

Sometimes this preference for higher-ranked candidates is consistent with coordination dynamics.

If two left-wing candidates face a single right-wing rival in the runoff, coordinating around the higher-

ranked leftist makes more sense than risk losing the seat by splitting the left-wing vote (Granzier, Pons

and Tricaud 2021). A higher ranking may also increase a candidate’s prominence, which in turn attracts

attention, media coverage, money –and eventually votes (Anagol and Fujiwara 2016; Gulzar, Robinson

and Ruiz forthcoming). Nevertheless, some voters also seem to display an innate preference to support

the higher-ranked option – the so-called “bandwagon” effect (Kiss and Simonovits 2014; Morton et al.
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(a) Runoffs by country (b) Runoffs over time

Figure 1: The runoff system in presidential elections, 1951-2020. The dots in panel (b) show averages over the previ-
ous five years, with dot sizes proportional to the number of observations.

2015; Hix, Hortala-Vallve and Riambau-Armet 2017; Granzier, Pons and Tricaud 2021; Chun and Larrick

forthcoming; though cf. Chatterjee and Kamal 2021).

Besides its impact on elections and representation in two-round systems, this raises the question of

when and why such kind of behavior is more common. If bandwagoning happens only rarely, or in less

relevant circumstances, its implications are less dire than if we observe the pattern regularly and in high-

stakes elections. Elucidating why voters rely on ranks is also important: are rankings the heuristic of

choice for distinguishing between candidates, or do they provide voters’ last resource when there is no

other way to adjudicate between them?

In this paper we address these questions with a sample of runoff elections used to elect executive au-

thorities: presidents in 69 countries around the world, plus governors and mayors in Argentina, Bolivia,

Brazil, Chile and Mexico (Table 1). Using a regression discontinuity design to identify the effect of being

placed first in the first round, we document three findings. First, rankings matter: finishing first in the

first round has a large positive effect on both the probability of winning the election –between 18 and

29 percentage points– and on vote shares –a 3-4 pp. increase.

Second, these results are limited to subnational elections: in presidential elections, the effect of fin-

ishing first in the first round is negative, though not statistically significant. This could happen because
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presidential elections are unbalanced –second-placed candidates are disproportionately more right-wing

than first-placed ones–, but it may also reflect the increased attention and media coverage that national

elections receive vis-à-vis subnational races, devaluing the informative power of first-round results.

Third, and consistent with this interpretation, the results are driven by ideologically non-polarized

elections: when the top-two placed candidates are far away ideologically, the advantage of being placed

first is substantially diminished, and becomes statistically insignificant. If they are ideologically close, in

contrast, the first-round advantage increases to a whopping 21-65 pp., depending on the sample. This

is consistent with the claim that ideological polarization increases turnout (Muñoz and Meguid 2021).

Again, presidential elections are the exception.

Our results can thus be seen as an extension of Granzier, Pons and Tricaud’s (2021) groundbreaking

contribution, though with two important differences. First, while these authors look at legislative elec-

tions in France and other 19 (mostly European) countries, our analysis focuses on executive elections.

Second, electoral rules in France permit more than two candidates to participate in the second round,

which allows Granzier, Pons and Tricaud (2021) both to compare the effect of multiple rankings –first

vs. second, second vs. third, etc– and to examine (pretty common) withdrawals. This matters for inter-

pretation, as rankings can provide a useful focal point when more than two candidates reach the second

round. For example, if a single right-wing contender faces two left-wing ones in the runoff, both left-wing

voters and elites have a strong incentive to coordinate behind the highest-ranked leftist –either by voting

for her or by pressuring her rival to withdraw (Granzier, Pons and Tricaud 2021). In executive elections,

in contrast, typically only two contenders may participate in the second round, and withdrawals are rare

–less than 10 (out of 656) runoff races in our sample featured one. Since two-candidate elections offer no

possibility to vote strategically, our results can thus be read as supporting a pure bandwagon effect, in line

with a novel experimental literature on the topic (Hix, Hortala-Vallve and Riambau-Armet 2017, though

this also applies to some elections in France; see Granzier, Pons and Tricaud 2021).

Furthermore, the effect sizes we find are much larger than Granzier, Pons and Tricaud’s (2021), sug-

gesting that rankings matter more when party labels convey less information about candidates’ ideolog-
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ical positions (see also Gulzar, Robinson and Ruiz forthcoming). That said, the effect weakens consid-

erably when candidates’ ideological positions are close to each other, suggesting that rankings are just

one among multiple pieces of information that voters consider when deciding whom to support in the

second round. To put it simply, voters are more likely to rely on rankings when there is no competing

and easy-to-access clue –such as ideology– to adjudicate between candidates. This interpretation is re-

inforced by the fact that the effect disappears and even reverses in presidential elections, which typically

receive substantial media coverage, with candidates’ personalities, vita, and stances being scrutinized for

weeks, if not months.

Data and Research Design

Data. We consider election to be held under a runoff system if

1. The most voted candidate needs to obtain a minimum percentage of votes –typically 50%– in order

to win outright in the first round, though lower thresholds (e.g., 40%) are sometimes observed ; and

2. In case no candidate is victorious in the first round, the same electorate must choose between the top

two (or more) contenders in a second round.1

Our focus is on executive elections. For simplicity, we excluded the handful of presidential elections in

which more than two candidates may participate in the second round. We also ruled out those elections

(mainly in Mexico in 2003) in which a second round could be avoided if turnout in the first round was

sufficiently high –this emphasizes turnout rather than candidates’ vote shares.2

We combined data from seven samples (see Table 1). First, a team of research assistants assembled a list

of presidential elections around the world (1945-2020) and coded whether they were held under a runoff

1This requirement excludes cases in which the legislature, rather than citizens, decides among the top two contenders in the

first round (e.g., Chile before 1973).

2Alternatively, if turnout is sufficiently low, a second round may be held even if one candidate gets more than 50% of the vote.

We removed the handful of elections in which this happened from the sample.
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Table 1: Samples included in the analysis

number runoff second % number
period of rule round second of %

sample office covered districts employed needed round reversions reversions

World president 1951-2020 69 352 182 51.7 58 31.9
Brazil (governor) governor 1994-2018 27 177 84 47.5 30 35.7
Brazil (mayor) mayor 1996-2020 97 519 300 57.8 75 25.0
Argentina governor 1973-2021 24 51 30 58.8 8 26.7
Bolivia governor 2010-2021 9 19 6 31.6 3 50.0
Chile governor 2021-2021 16 16 13 81.2 3 23.1
Mexico mayor 1997-2000 58 116 41 35.3 12 29.3

300 1250 656 52.5 189 28.8

system. We then restricted the sample to minimally competitive elections (Hyde and Marinov 2012) with

a v-dem (Coppedge et al. 2021) polyarchy score higher than 1/3 (on a 0:1 scale). For subnational elections,

we looked at Latin American cases where we know a runoff rule was employed: Argentine, Bolivian,

Brazilian and Chilean governors (22 provinces in 1973; 4 provinces since the 1990s); Bolivian governors

since 2010; Brazilian mayors in municipalities with more than 200,000 registered voters (Fujiwara 2011)

since 1994; Chilean regional governors in 2021; and mayors in San Luis Potosı́ (Mexico) in 1997 and 2000.

Appendix A1 lists the corresponding sources.

Since some of these samples are quite small –there are just 6 runoffs in Bolivia and 13 in Chile–, we

aggregated the data into four (sub)samples:

1. The full sample includes all observations (Nrunoff = 656);

2. The presidential sample only includes presidential elections (Nrunoff = 182);

3. The gubernatorial & mayoral (Brazil) sample includes all non-presidential elections in Brazil (Nrunoff =

384);

4. The gubernatorial & mayoral (non-Brazil) sample includes all non-presidential elections outside Brazil

(Nrunoff = 90).

Thus, we can both check whether presidential elections are different and whether the results are driven

by subnational elections in Brazil, which constitute the bulk of our non-presidential sample. To code

candidates’ ideological positions, we relied on the v-party v.1 dataset, which is based on country expert
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