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Abstract 

 
     The central concern of Japanese party research has long been national-level competition:  will 
the LDP ever face a genuine, durable challenger in the Diet?  But we should also be concerned 
with district-level competitiveness in Japan’s new single-member districts (SMDs):  are 
incumbents and other frontrunners regularly forced to contend with genuine challengers?  As the 
United States shows, competitiveness at the district level is important and by no means 
guaranteed, even when a democracy does enjoy sharp two-party competition within the national 
legislature. 
     I argue that competition in Lower House SMDs is low, getting lower, and likely to keep 
decreasing, contrary to electoral reformers’ hopes.  Once we define competitiveness through 
established standards based on a runner-up’s closeness to the winner (not by the presence of two 
“effective candidates,” since “two” often means one frontrunner plus several also-rans), we find 
that nearly half of SMDs are already uncompetitive, and that average competitiveness is 
dropping.  We should only expect this trend to worsen.  A number of phenomena found 
generally in democratic party systems – incumbency advantages, strategic candidates, strategic 
voting – tend to depress competition over time.  Others – party realignments, nationalized vote 
swings – have no consistent effect.  And there is no general force or trend we can depend on to 
take uncompetitive districts and turn them competitive again – not even the “runner-up rebound 
[jiten bane]” phenomenon previously seen under SNTV.  This theoretical case for further 
declines in competitiveness has already been borne out in other SMD-centric systems, and we 
should expect the same in Japan.  
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DECLINING ELECTORAL COMPETITIVENESS IN JAPAN:   

Post-reform Trends Support Theoretical Pessimism 

 

     The Japanese political-expectations bubble hasn’t yet burst.  High mid-1990s hopes for 

policy-driven elections, reduced campaign spending, and frequent alternation in government 

have since settled.  In the area of electoral competition, though, both popular and scholarly 

observers continue to find that the post-electoral reform, post-realignment “system” is fulfilling 

its promise.  The LDP’s fall from government in 1993 led to a proliferation of new parties, many 

of which seemed more willing and better able to join electoral combat than the previous leader of 

the anti-LDP opposition, the Socialists.  This, combined with a new Lower House mixed-

member majoritarian (MMM) electoral system, with both single-member-district (SMD) and 

proportional representation (PR) portions, stood to encourage some cross between focused 

bipolar competition and reinvigorated multipolar competition.  SMDs, in particular, were 

promoted by electoral reform proponents in order to encourage balanced, two-party competition, 

and scholarly observers by and large agree that this is the result we should expect, at least 

eventually (Reed, 1990 and 2001; Niemi and Hsieh, 2002).1 

     I argue that these conclusions are overly optimistic.  In theory, SMDs, more than any other 

type of district, should be associated with lopsided balances of party power and strategic 

avoidance of lost-cause campaigns.  We should expect SMDs to promote uncompetitive 

elections.  In practice, pre-1993 uncompetitiveness in SMDs at other levels of election in Japan, 

and in other countries, has borne these expectations out.  Since 1993, Lower House districts have 

                                                           
1 These observers have acknowledged the persistence of uncompetitive elections (Reed, 2001, pp. 321; Niemi and 
Hsieh, 2002, pp. 88-89), but continue to maintain that a two-party result should ultimately emerge in equilibrium. 
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done so as well.  Uncompetitive races there have become common, and we have no particular 

reason to expect this to change. 

 

MEASURING COMPETITION:   

RUNNER-UP STRENGTH, NOT EFFECTIVE CANDIDATES 

 

     To measure each SMD’s competitiveness, I use a straightforward “runner-up ratio,” or “RU 

ratio:”  the ratio of the runner-up’s vote to the winner’s vote.2  Each district’s RU ratio 

necessarily falls between 0 (indicating an uncontested race) and 1 (indicating an exact tie for the 

seat at stake), inclusive.  The higher the RU ratio, the more competitive the race.  We might also 

simply call a district-level race “competitive” if its RU ratio clears a given threshold.  Niemi and 

Hsieh (2002) suggest a threshold of 0.7:  a district-level race is “competitive” if its RU ratio 

exceeds 0.7, and uncompetitive otherwise.3  That is, a race is competitive so long as at least one 

candidate – namely, the runner-up – draws 0.7 of the winner’s vote.4  This standard conforms to 

                                                           
2 More generally, in a single non-transferable vote (SNTV) district of M seats, the RU ratio is the ratio of the vote of 
the first runner-up, or M+1th-place finisher, to the vote of the lowest winner, or Mth-place finisher.  Some call this 
ratio the “closeness ratio,” especially in reference to SMDs.  In Japan, the ratio of a candidate’s vote to the district 
winner’s vote is that candidate’s sekihairitsu, the quantity used to break ties among dual SMD / proportional 
representation (PR) candidates ranked in the same position on their party’s PR list.  The RU ratio thus equals the 
runner-up’s sekihairitsu.  I use the term “RU ratio” to highlight the analogy to Cox’s (1997) “SF ratio,” the ratio of 
the second runner-up’s vote to the first runner-up’s vote, or the M+2th-place finisher’s vote to the M+1th-place 
finisher’s vote. 
3 Niemi and Hsieh apply their “70 percent Last Winner rule” to candidates, not districts, and use the term “viable” 
rather than “competitive:”  in SNTV districts of M seats, any candidate is viable whose vote is at least seventy 
percent of the Mth finisher’s.   
4 Among races classified as competitive by the RU ratio, there may be some with more than one losing candidate 
who draws at least 0.7 of the winner’s vote.  Races with more such candidates deserve to be considered even more 
competitive than those in which only the runner-up runs this strongly.  But in practice, such races have been rare in 
Japan – there were twenty-eight in 1996, sixteen in 2000, four in 2003, and six in 2005 – and so it seems reasonable 
not to classify them separately. 
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those used in previous research on SMD elections (Niemi and Hsieh 2002; Carty, Eagles, and 

Sayers 2003, Jacobson 2004), and I use it below.5 

     Reed (n.d. a) argues that competitiveness measures should account not only for closeness in 

the immediate election, but also for empirical trends in vote volatility.  In a district with 

significant vote volatility, a runner-up with 0.7 of the winner’s vote might have a good chance of 

winning next time, but the same 0.7-closeness runner-up might have no chance at all in a district 

whose voters rarely switch sides.  A “serious” runner-up, then, is “one whose vote total is high 

enough that it would win a seat if increased by the [average] amount of volatility” experienced 

by candidates who run in successive election years, “since such a candidate can be judged to 

have “a reasonable chance to win if she ran again in the next election” (n.d. a, p. 5).  A race with 

such a serious runner-up would be considered competitive for this paper’s purposes, if 

“seriousness” is equivalent to “competitiveness.” 

     Of course, our true concern is whether the runner-up had a reasonable chance to win the 

immediate election in question (something the RU ratio gauges post hoc), not the next one.  

Reed’s concept seems an acceptable proxy for this, but using average vote volatility to gauge 

how likely runners-up are to win in the future seems too indirect.  To capture Reed’s intuition 

more directly, and to see if the 0.7 threshold satisfies it, we might simply look at which runners-

up do win when they run again. 

     In election years 2000, 2003, and 2005, the previous election year’s runner-up ran again (in 

the same district) in 477 races.  Of those who had previously fallen short of 0.7 of the winner’s 

vote, nearly all went on to fail in their next attempts.  Of those who succeeded in their next 

attempts, nearly all had previously exceeded 0.7, gaining 0.89 of the winner’s vote on average 

                                                           
5 When there are only two entrants, as is the case in many American elections, an RU ratio below 0.7 indicates a 59-
41 vote percentage split between the winner and the runner-up, respectively. 
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(Table 1).  By Reed’s definition, then, some races with RU ratios above 0.7 might not actually be 

competitive, but we can be confident that all races with RU ratios below 0.7 are indeed 

uncompetitive.  This is reassuring, given this paper’s claim that uncompetitive elections are few 

and decreasing:  if anything, the 0.7 threshold leads us to underestimate uncompetitiveness. 

     I pointedly avoid measures based on “effective” numbers of electoral candidates.  Effective-

number measures do not count how many individuals clear a given strength threshold.  Rather, 

they are district-level summary measures of how votes are concentrated (or dispersed) among 

candidates.  The most common, due to Laakso and Taagepera (1979), is equivalent to the 

Hirschman-Herfindahl index of industrial concentration:  the effective number of candidates in a 

given district-level race equals 1 / !vi
2, where vi denotes candidate i’s share of the district vote.6  

More effective candidates (or, more often, effective parties) are often taken to indicate greater 

competitiveness (Strom 1989, Wilkinson 2004).    

     But effective-number measures are inappropriate as measures of competitiveness, because 

they cannot distinguish between one (or more) strong losers and larger numbers of weaker losers 

(Niemi and Hsieh 2002; see also Reed n.d. a).  Compare, for example, one hypothetical SMD in 

which two candidates gain 51 and 49 percent of the vote, respectively, and another in which 

seven candidates gain 70, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, and 5 percent of the vote, respectively (this is Niemi and 

Hsieh’s example number 4 [2002, p. 80]).  We observe just under two “effective” candidates in 

each case.  But only the former captures our intuitive notion of genuine competition between two 

candidates.   

     Districts with two effective candidates but no single strong challenger are not exceptional in 

Japan.  If, following Reed (n.d. b, p. 12), we round effective-candidate numbers to the nearest 

                                                           
6 For variations, see, e.g., Molinar 1991 and Dunleavy and Boucek 2003. 
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integer, we find more cases below the 0.7 RU-ratio competitiveness threshold than above it 

(Figure 1 and Table 2).  In 2005, for example, the Nagano 5th District had 2.4 effective 

candidates, given LDP winner Miyashita Ichirou’s 55 percent of the vote, the runner-up’s 33 

percent, and the third-place finisher’s 12 percent.  This yields a runner-up ratio of 0.6.  The Iwate 

4th District had 2.3 effective candidates, given DPJ winner Ozawa Ichirou’s 60 percent of the 

vote, the runner-up’s 23 percent, the third-place finisher’s 11 percent, and the fourth-place 

finisher’s 5 percent.  This yields an RU ratio of 0.39.  The Tokyo 18th District, meanwhile, also 

had 2.3 effective candidates, but DPJ winner Kan Naoto gained only 47 percent of the vote to the 

runner-up’s 45 percent, and both were trailed by a third-place finisher with 8 percent, for an RU 

ratio of 0.94.  Each of these three districts, then, has two-odd effective candidates, but only the 

last is genuinely competitive, and only the RU ratio effectively distinguishes it from its non-

competitive counterparts. 

 

 

THEORETICAL EXPECTATIONS 

 

Conventional Duvergerian Processes Yield Uncontested Elections 

 

     To restate, a “competitive race” in the binary sense is one with RU > 0.7; more generally, 

more competitive races are those with higher RU ratios. 

     Political science takes competitive races to be empirically normal and theoretically natural.  

The prototypical statement is the district-level application of “Duverger’s Law” (Duverger, 

1954), which holds that plurality rules in SMDs tend to produce two-candidate elections.  Reed 
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(1990) extends this to SNTV rules more generally, arguing that M+1 candidates will run in 

equilibrium -- this corresponds to a prediction of M+1 viable entrants (i.e., one viable loser) and 

an RU ratio of 1 (Reed, 2001).7  Expectations of competitive elections are so deeply ingrained 

that researchers disown their own predictions of uncontested races.  Cox (1994 and 1997), for 

example, holds that M+1 is only, typically, an upper bound on the number of entrants in 

equilibrium -- that is, that both M+1-entrant and uncontested, M-entrant races are possible.  

Spatial theories of electoral entry also regularly make determinative predictions of M-entrant 

elections under certain conditions (Greenberg and Shepsle, 1987; Feddersen, Sened, and Wright, 

1990; Feddersen, 1992; Osborne, 1993; Shvetsova, 1994; Osborne and Slivinski, 1996; Besley 

and Coate, 1997).  But both Cox and spatial-theory researchers often dismiss predictions of M-

entrant, perfectly uncompetitive elections as fantastic artifacts of still-imperfect theory (Shepsle, 

1991, p. 69; Feddersen, 1992, p. 941), exceptional or unimportant (Besley and Coate, 1997, pp. 

91-92 and 97; Cox, 1997, pp. 102 and 166, Hsieh and Niemi, 1999), or, at most, unremarkable.  

A deeply-ingrained adherence to Duverger’s Law, meanwhile, leads empirical numbers-of-

entrants research to persist in claiming competitive elections to be the norm, despite findings of 

significant uncompetitive tendencies (Reed, 1990; Hsieh and Niemi, 1999; Niemi and Hsieh, 

2002). 

     This conviction – that elections generally should be and are competitive – contrasts sharply 

with expectations in other political settings.  Research on other types of conflict, from wars to 

strikes to vetoes, often starts from a default expectation that strategic actors will avoid conflict 

(e.g., Cameron, 2000, p. 29).  When we turn to party and electoral politics, democratic theory 

often notes the similarity between party systems and anti-competitive oligopolies and 

                                                           
7 Strictly speaking, Reed’s causal mechanisms (1990 and 2002) only attempt to explain why districts should attract a 
single eventual loser, not why that loser should generally be viable. 
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monopolies (for example, Issacharoff and Pildes, 1998; Bartolini, 1999 and 2000).  Empirical 

research acknowledges regular concertation in the “secondary” arenas of democratic 

infrastructure and “rules of the game.”  Established parties squelch newcomers through onerous 

ballot-access restrictions (Persily and Cain 2000, 812) and prejudicial public funding schemes 

(Katz and Mair, 1995), among other tactics. 

     More to the point, non-competitive incentives inhere in the very assumptions that drive most 

theories of strategic electoral entry:  Duvergerian causal mechanisms themselves.  Duverger’s 

three effects -- the “mechanical effect” of electoral rules and the twin “psychological effects” of 

strategic voting and strategic candidate entry -- all whittle down the entrant field, and no 

endogenous mechanism counteracts the process.  Electoral rules define the thresholds that 

exclude eventual losers, strategic voters abandon likely losers, and strategic likely losers choose 

not to run.  This is rightfully the stuff of conventional wisdom, and yields a simple baseline 

theory of strategic entry:  contestants won’t run if they think they can’t win.  Strategic behavior 

tends to undermine competition, and elections are no exception, even in “competitive” party 

systems.   

     In theory, if all potential candidates act strategically and operate in an environment of 

complete certainty -- that is, if Duvergerian causal mechanisms are allowed to work themselves 

through completely -- almost all elections should go uncontested.  We can imagine that each 

candidate’s decision whether or not to enter is based on the standard decision-theoretic pb-c 

expression, where p is the probability of winning a seat, b is the benefits to be gained from 

winning, and c is a positive cost of entry smaller than b.8  Entry promises a payoff of pb-c, while 

non-entry promises a payoff of 0.  Certainty implies that the only possible values of p are 1 and 

                                                           
8 Strictly speaking, entry decisions may be interdependent and governed by game-theoretic rather than decision-
theoretic logic, but the essentials are the same. 
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0, and that potential candidates can tell beforehand who will win and lose.  Under these 

conditions, all but M potential candidates fully expect to lose, and so all districts go uncontested.  

The only contested elections, so long as the benefit-cost ratio is high enough, will be those in 

which any eventual losers at least tie for a seat, and lose only by tiebreaker.  It follows that an M 

rule, not an M+1 rule, governs electoral outcomes:  absent potential ties, strategic behavior and 

Duvergerian gravity should pull the number of competitors toward M, not M+1.9  Elsewhere I 

explain the workings of the M rule in more detail (Weiner, 2003).  Here, I discuss it less 

formally, concentrating on its implications for district-level competitiveness. 

     Figure 2 illustrates the theoretical implications of the M rule in its strict form for the 

distribution of RU ratios across electoral districts.  For exposition’s sake, the possibility of exact 

ties for the lowest seat is ignored, and RU ratio values are grouped into eleven categories:  0, for 

uncontested elections, and each of ten deciles for all remaining possible RU values.  Under 

theoretical conditions of complete strategic behavior and certainty, the only candidates who enter 

at all should be the eventual winners – that is, the eventual Mth-place and higher finishers.  All 

races should go uncontested and have RU ratios of 0. 

 

Competitive Elections Depend on Anti-strategic “Friction” 

 

     Strategic behavior, then, pushes the number of contestants in a district down toward M.  Of 

course, in practice, we usually observe races with more than M entrants – that is, contested races.  

But such races cannot be explained by Duvergerian principles, which can only account for 
                                                           
9 Data from several countries, particularly Japan, have been marshaled in support of an M+1 rule (Reed, 1990; Cox, 
1997; Hsieh and Niemi, 1999; Niemi and Hsieh, 2002), but this apparent empirical support is the result of flawed 
tests (Weiner, 2002).  Jesse (1999) and Reed (2001) also apply the M+1 rule to single transferable vote and mixed-
member systems, respectively. 
   The term “Duvergerian gravity” is borrowed from Cox and Schoppa (2002). 
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strategic withdrawals, not for why some candidates enter despite the fact that they likely expect 

to lose.  Such strategic withdrawals by eventual losers are only forestalled, and contested 

elections produced, by “friction” that puts a damper on Duvergerian processes.  Uncertainty is 

one chief source of friction.  Another is outright departures from short-term instrumental 

strategic behavior -- that is, pursuit of goals other than winning the immediate election, often on 

the part of political parties.  In SNTV districts within mixed electoral systems, the non-SNTV 

portion of the system might alter entry incentives as well (Cox and Schoppa, 2002).  But friction 

in Duvergerian processes is exogenous, and varies from district to district.  Whether enough 

exists to induce a contested race is an empirical question, not a theoretical certainty. 

     Uncertainty lessens the precision of each candidate’s estimate of its vote support -- its 

“expected vote.”  Under complete certainty, a candidate’s probability of winning is a simple 

function of expected vote:  1 if one’s expected vote is among the Mth greatest, and 0 otherwise, 

with exceptions only in cases of ties.  With uncertainty, probability of winning is a function of 

both expected vote and the uncertainty level.  Probabilities remains higher for candidates with 

greater expected votes than for those with lesser ones, but uncertainty narrows the gap.  Any 

uncertainty gives any candidate with less than the Mth-highest expected vote at least some 

positive probability of winning; greater uncertainty increases it (the exact relationship between 

expected vote and probability may be ignored here; see Weiner, 2002).  For some such 

candidates in some districts, uncertainty may raise the probability of winning high enough, given 

the prevailing benefit-cost ratio, to make running worthwhile.  Greater uncertainty lowers the 

expected-vote threshold for strategic entry further below 100% of the expected Mth finisher’s 

vote.  Similarly, given any uncertainty at all, higher benefit-cost ratios lower the minimum 
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probability of winning, and in turn the minimum expected vote, necessary to make entry 

worthwhile. 

     Thus, a strategic eventual loser whose expected vote relative to the Mth finisher’s is high 

enough, given the prevailing degree of uncertainty and benefit-cost ratio, will choose to run.  

Meanwhile, sincere eventual losers abandon these strategic concerns entirely, and run regardless 

of their chances of winning.  If a district houses at least one of either type of candidate, it should 

move out of the uncontested category. 

     But the “if” here is genuine.  Duvergerian strategic processes only tell us that any “strong 

enough” candidates should run, and that all others should be deterred.10  They have nothing to 

say about whether a district will house such a strong-enough candidate in the first place, or about 

whether any such candidate will be competitive -- that is, about the distribution of uncertainty 

levels, benefit-cost ratios, and candidate strengths across districts.11  Theoretically, then, all 

levels of competitiveness, from uncontested races to exact ties for the last seat, are equally likely.  

This indeterminacy is an important finding in itself:  it challenges prevailing presumptions that 

uncompetitive races represent exceptional, out-of-equilibrium cases.  But if we care to identify 

                                                           
10 Note that the M rule embodies a theory of strategic entry that applies to all potential entrants, not simply a theory 
of competitiveness that applies only to the strongest runner-up and Mth finisher.  The RU ratio tests the M rule’s 
implications for competitiveness, but does not support an appropriate test of the M rule itself, just as Cox’s (1997) 
SF ratio, the ratio of the M+2th-place finisher’s vote to the M+1th’s, is an inappropriate test of the M+1 rule and 
Duverger’s Law.  Each rule holds that any and all entrants below the pivotal finisher (the Mth finisher for the M 
rule, or the M+1th for the M+1 rule) should be viable -- again, with the strict theoretical threshold of viability set at 
100% of the pivotal finisher’s vote.  That the highest runner-up (if one exists at all) is viable at this level is 
necessary but not sufficient supporting evidence (Gaines, 1997; Weiner, 2002).  Note also that a test of either rule 
calls not for counting the number of actual, effective, or even viable entrants (Niemi and Hsieh, 2002), but for 
detecting non-viable entrants.  Neither rule says anything about how many viable entrants might run in equilibrium. 
11 Strategic voting and the reallocation of strategic non-entrants’ supporters’ votes offer no guidance here.  These 
vote reallocations are ultimately as likely to aid relative favorites as relative underdogs, and so are just as likely, if 
not more so, to compound existing lopsidedness as to counteract it (for a finding to this effect in a related context, 
see Laver and Underhill, 1982).  Strategic voting in equilibrium predicts equalization of winners’ votes and the 
reduction of all but one eventual loser’s vote to zero, but cannot predict the size of the M+1th finisher’s vote (or 
whether an M+1th finisher enters in the first place), either in absolute terms or relative to that of the Mth finisher 
(Cox, 1997). 
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some benchmark, “normal” percentage of uncontested elections or of elections contested at a 

given level of competitiveness, theory provides no definitive answers. 

 

 

A Heuristic Simulation 

 

     One way of wresting some predictive traction from theoretical indeterminacy is to interpret it 

as randomness.  I construct a hypothetical set of districts, using random values for one of the 

district-level parameters of interest noted above:  the strengths of potential candidates across 

districts. In practice, of course, more than pure randomness may be at work, but applying the M 

rule to these simulated districts yields generic outcome patterns of heuristic value, as well as a 

clear illustration of comparative statics. 

     I start by using a random distribution to assign each district a number of potential strategic 

runners-up ranging across the integers from 0 to n, inclusive (this is equivalent to assigning each 

district a number of potential candidates – including both runners-up and the frontrunner – from 

1 to n+1, inclusive).  The label “potential runners-up” indicates that these actors choose whether 

to run, and that if they do run, their expected vote -- which, in the Duvergerian, non-neutral 

approach to strategic entry, is exogenously set -- is only enough to finish as a runner-up.  I use 

another random distribution to assign each potential runner-up an expected vote between 0 and 

1, exclusive.  These values represent the ratio of the potential runner-up’s own expected vote to 

the Mth highest expected vote.  Let Pr(v) be the probability that any single district contains at 

least one potential runner-up whose expected vote is at least v, 0 < v < 1 (this quantity can also 
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be interpreted as the proportion of districts that contain at least one potential runner up whose 

expected vote is at least v).  Then 

 

Pr(v)  = 1 -  (1 / n+1) !n
x =0 vx  

 

     Figures 3a-3c group districts by the expected vote of their strongest potential runner-up -- that 

is, their highest possible level of competitiveness, should that runner-up actually enter the race.  

Three patterns are worth noting.  First, some districts -- 1 / n+1 of them -- simply have no 

potential runners-up waiting in the wings.  Elections governed by strategic behavior will always 

go uncontested in these districts.  Similarly, some districts -- Pr(0.7) = (1 / n+1) !n
x =0 0.7x of 

them -- have not one viable potential runner up.  Elections governed by strategic behavior will 

always be uncompetitive, by the 70% standard, in these districts.  Second, the larger the value of 

n, the maximum number of potential runners-up in a district, the more likely that at least one 

potential runner-up will be at least as strong as the critical level v.  At n=2, for example, twenty-

seven percent of districts contain at least one viable potential runner-up, but at n=20, eighty-five 

percent of districts do.  Third, for any n over 1, districts’ strongest potential runner-up tends to 

be stronger.  In other words, districts whose strongest potential runners-up have expected votes 

between 0.9 and 1 should be more common than districts whose strongest potential runners-up 

have expected votes between 0.8 and 0.9, and so on. 

     For illustration’s sake, imagine that uncertainty and benefit-cost ratio are constant across 

districts.  Recall that under complete certainty and completely strategic behavior, all elections 

should go uncontested, as shown in Figure 2.  When uncertainty and the benefit-cost ratio 

combine to make entry attractive for any candidate with an expected vote of at least v, though, 
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any district housing at least one such candidate will be contested.  When the effective entry 

threshold is 70% of the Mth finisher’s vote, for example, districts should be contested either by 

viable eventual runners-up or not at all.  Figure 4 illustrates the effect of a 70% threshold for the 

case of n=10. 

     If not all candidates are strategic, then the expected distribution of district competitiveness 

changes again.  Assume that in every district, a fixed number f of sincere eventual runners-up, f " 

0, exist alongside the random number of strategic potential runners-up.  These sincere runners-up 

always enter the race (and hence are “eventual” rather than “potential” runners-up).  Also 

assume, as with strategic potential candidates, that sincere entrants’ expected votes are 

distributed randomly.  Then the probability Pr(v) that a district will contain at least one potential 

or eventual runner-up with an expected vote of at least v is defined as follows: 

 

Pr(v)  = 1 -  vf (1 / n+1) !n
x =0 vx  

 

Figures 5a-5b illustrate the effect of sincere entry on the distribution of RU ratios, for the case of 

n=10 and a strategic entry threshold of 70% of the Mth finisher’s vote.  Sincere candidates turn 

uncontested races into contested ones, and increase competitiveness levels in districts where they 

happen to be stronger than any strategic entrants.  In districts whose strongest sincere candidate 

is still rather weak, the result is a lopsided, low-competition race that would never have arisen 

through strategic entry alone.  Finally, as with strategic potential candidates, greater numbers of 

sincere candidates increase the odds that at least one will be strong enough to make its district 

competitive at a given level, and in turn increase competitiveness levels overall. 
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     Again, real-life conditions might not be this random in some areas (vote strength 

distributions, numbers of strategic actors) or as constant in others (strategic entry thresholds, 

numbers of sincere actors).  More extensive simulations might explore different assumptions.  

But the basic simulation above highlights important comparative statics:  we should expect more 

contested elections at higher levels of competitiveness when uncertainty is greater, benefit-cost 

ratios are higher, and pools of potential candidates, strategic or sincere, are larger.   The 

simulated results also serve as generic benchmarks -- even if not a prediction per se -- for 

absolute percentages of uncontested elections, and of contested elections at various levels of 

competitiveness. 

 

 

THE STATE OF COMPETITION IN POST-REALIGNMENT JAPAN 

 

     The theoretical findings above suggest we generally have good reason to expect significant 

numbers of uncontested and uncompetitive elections.  In Japan, we have even better reason.  

Even before 1993, incumbency advantages, single-party dominance, costly election campaigns, 

and candidate-centered voting, among other factors, have discouraged entry by new parties and 

individual challengers.  And since lower-magnitude districts tend to decrease uncertainty and 

facilitate strategic decision-making, the 1994 introduction of SMDs in Lower House elections 

stood only to increase strategic non-entry (parallel proportional representation [PR] districts 

notwithstanding).   

     Meanwhile, across various levels of local and national elections, Japanese parties have tended 

to act sincerely only in proportion to their youth or unimportance.  Most -- but not all -- districts 
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do house a single, consistent non-strategic presence:  the Japan Communist Party (JCP).  The 

JCP is well-known for its policy of running at least one candidate in all national election 

districts, regardless of its likelihood of winning (though in 2005, the party withdrew from a small 

portion of Lower House districts for the first time).  Most JCP candidates do poorly, but even 

those who do well do not run because they expect to do well.12  At the same time, the current 

opposition Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) continues to run weak losers in many districts – it is 

unclear whether this reflects the early stages of a long-term commitment to practice sincere entry 

or a preliminary stage of “testing the electoral waters,” after which the party will be begin to 

abandon weaker districts (or its stronger, “quality” candidates will begin to abandon such 

districts and cede them to weaker challengers).  Other small parties, though, have strategically 

abandoned most SMDs (for example, the Clean Government Party [CGP]) – and some parties 

abandon the party system entirely (for example, the Conservative Party and Liberal Party).  

Candidacies outside of the DPJ and the LDP and its electoral coalition partners are largely 

limited to a dwindling number of Socialists and very-weak genuine independents. 

     From the vantage point of 1993, then, whether the chaos of party realignment and the effects 

of electoral reform seemed enough to rekindle electoral competition in Japan should have been a 

toss-up at best.  And as it turns out, they weren’t enough. 

 

 

                                                           
12 The JCP is not entirely non-strategic, though.  In large-magnitude districts where its vote support base is large 
enough for it to gain more than one seat, the party often expertly runs an optimum number of candidates and 
engineers any necessary division of bailiwicks.  Elections to the special ward (tokubetsu ku) assemblies of Tokyo, 
conducted in at-large districts with several dozen seats, are one striking example.  In this respect, the JCP resembles 
the Clean Government Party (CGP).  Both parties boast well-organized memberships that allow for precise vote 
forecasting and coordination of multiple candidacies within a district.  The CGP, though, also uses its forecasting 
abilities to avoid races it can’t win, and for this reason is normally considered the JCP’s polar opposite in 
electioneering. 
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Lower House Elections 

 

     For reference, we might briefly look at competitiveness in SNTV Lower House elections 

from 1958 through 1990.13  Elections pre-dating the Liberal Democratic Party are excluded, as is 

the 1993 election, which was triggered by the split of the LDP.  This might bias the results 

somewhat toward uncompetitiveness, but also produce a corresponding bias toward finding 

increased competitiveness in post-realignment elections.  Figure 6 shows RU ratios for pre-

realignment Lower House races.   

     These districts’ high degree of competitiveness – by the RU/closeness ratio standard, at least -

- is immediately apparent.  Not only are there no uncontested elections, as expected given the 

JCP’s ubiquitous sincere candidacies, but 86 percent of all districts are competitive, contested by 

at least one viable runner-up [the Reed/Shimizu paper for our conference offers a more subtle 

measure of closeness than this for multi-member districts.  The RU measure, as applied here, 

only looks at gaps between the highest loser and lowest winner, and ignores gaps among winners 

and among losers].  Nearly one-third of all districts are contested by two or more viable runners-

up.  The RU ratio distribution, meanwhile, closely resembles that for random-simulation 

assumptions of a reasonably large candidate pool and at least one sincere entrant. 

     As noted above, many observers expected post-reform Lower House SMDs at least to 

maintain this high degree of competitiveness.  At the same time, that SMDs are embedded within 

a mixed-member-majoritarian (MMM) system stood to increase electoral entry incentives 

beyond those of pure, single-tier SNTV.  Japanese MMM combines SMDs with regional PR 

districts.  Results in SMDs are largely divorced from those in the PR districts, but voting is 

                                                           
13 Raw data on pre-1993 Lower House election results are drawn from the Lijphart Election Archive 
(http://ssdc.ucsd.edu/lij) dataset, downloaded Jan. 1996 with slight subsequent corrections by the author. 
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simultaneous.  This leads parties to sponsor SMD candidacies not only in an attempt to win the 

SMD race itself, but also in an attempt to raise the party’s profile and increase its PR vote (Cox 

and Schoppa, 2002).  The new system also allows single-member district candidates to run 

simultaneously on a PR list (Suzuki, 1999; McKean and Scheiner, 2000), their performance in 

the SMD race directly affecting their PR fortunes only in breaking ties with other PR list-mates 

ranked at the same position.  As a result, SMD entry decisions are divorced from fear of losing 

for at least some PR candidates. Thus, some parties and candidates base entry decisions on 

factors beyond the immediate SMD, and from the point of view of the SMD race, this constitutes 

sincere entry. 

     But as the discussion above argues, and the results above suggest, good reason for pessimism 

about competitiveness under MMM seems to have been overlooked.  Basic Duvergerian 

strategic processes, and the M rule they produce, remind us that uncompetitive races, if anything, 

should be our default expectation.  We cannot assume, at any rate, that most districts will be 

marked by partisan balance.  LDP and incumbency advantages reinforce this point in the 

Japanese case.  SMDs in particular had already proven especially prone to uncontested and 

uncompetitive elections -- not only had national-level elections in the U.S. and elsewhere 

suggested as much, but prefectural assembly elections within Japan itself had also shown it.14  

Japanese parties had also shown a tendency to root electoral entry decisions in narrow, short-

term instrumental, competition-eroding strategy.  Of course, the JCP provides a constant infusion 

of sincerity, and the ruthlessly strategic approach of the CGP, which cautiously rations its 

candidacies and almost never fights a losing battle, was exceptional.  But if anything, pre-

                                                           
14 Other countries’ SMDs do tend to be (slightly) more competitive than those in the United States.  But even in 
these countries, multi-member districts would likely be even more competitive. Indeed, Gaines’ (1999) explanation 
for consistent multi-party competition in Canadian SMDs points not only to Canadian parties’ general non-strategic 
tendencies, but also to spillover effects from multi-member districts at the local level. 
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realignment Japanese parties acted more like the CGP than the JCP.  In SNTV Lower House 

elections, the only parties other than the JCP whose eventual losers tended to be weak ones were 

the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP), many of whose weak efforts were concentrated in a few 

early election years, and the New Liberal Club (NLC), whose electoral activity was 

geographically limited and short-lived.  Crypto-LDP independents accounted for only about as 

many weak losers as the DSP, and in SMDs they stood to be increasingly (if not completely) 

crowded out by official LDP endorsees. 

     The extra entry incentives supplied by the new MMM system do counteract strategic 

tendencies in theory, but not necessarily enough to yield increased entry or increased 

competitiveness in practice.  For example, Upper House SMDs under MMM in Upper House 

elections from 1983 through 1998 saw consistent and apparently sincere entry by the LDP, the 

Socialists in their various incarnations, and the JCP, but also consistent strategic non-entry by 

other parties.15  Second, Japanese MMM increases entry only on the part of weaker, often non-

viable candidates.16  If MMM’s “stickiness” effect is to encourage SMD entry by parties that 

expect to lose the SMD race, then these extra, stickiness-induced candidacies are uncompetitive 

by definition. 

 

What Competition Patterns Do We Find in Realignment-era Japan? 

 

     What competition patterns do we see in post-realignment Japan, now that four elections have 

been held under MMM?  And do the patterns match theoretical expectations? 

                                                           
15 Note that Upper House SMDs represent more-rural prefectures. 
16 That is, Japan’s particular version of MMM, at least, does.  Entry dynamics differ under Italy’s and Germany’s 
respective versions, for example (Cox and Schoppa, 2002). 
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     Again, as per Duvergerian principles, I assume (necessarily over-simplistically) that the 

balance of parties’ power in a given district is fundamentally exogenous and inertial.  Parties 

assess their strength and make entry decisions accordingly; they can’t, as in spatial models, 

meaningfully and drastically change their electoral prospects in the short term.  Voters, too, are 

able to vote strategically. 

     Cutting a country into districts produces (random?) variation in the balance of partisan power 

across these districts.  We should expect uncompetitive balances of power to be common in any 

district-based electoral system, especially one based on SMDs.  To the extent that voters and 

parties/candidates are sincere in voting and entry, respectively, election results will simply 

reflect this starting-point exogenous balance of party power.  To the extent that voters and/or 

parties/candidates are strategic, we should see lopsidedness and uncompetitiveness grow even 

more entrenched, all else equal (and absent exogenous shocks).  In theory, in the extreme, 

strategic entry decisions should ultimately produce elections that are either closely-contested or 

not contested at well, and never allow for weak runners-up.  Note also, per Duvergerian 

principles, that there is no particular mechanism we can count on to generally/always rectify 

lopsidedness.  That is, we have no particular reason to expect that gaps between parties will 

naturally “even out” over time.  Either way, the result will not be uniformly or predominantly 

competitive elections. 

     In theory, if the Duvergerian principles laid out above indeed capture how Japanese parties, 

candidates, and voters tend to approach elections under MMM, we should expect to immediately 

observe their predicted equilibrium results.  Exogenous variation in districts’ balance of party 

power should guarantee that a significant number of districts start out bound to be 

uncompetitive, no matter what strategies political actors do or don’t pursue.  Incumbency 
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advantages and strategic voting should only make districts even more lopsided.  Strategic parties 

and candidates should expand this lopsidedness even further by abandoning districts where they 

expect to run poorly, leaving only sincere and weaker challengers – or perhaps no challengers at 

all. 

     In practice, the patterns we observe will not be this extreme or “clean.”  But we should still 

expect to see: 

 

 • low absolute levels of competitiveness 

 

 • a decline of competitiveness levels in the aggregate over time 

 

 • individual districts each tending to decline in competitiveness (or tending to decline, all 

else equal), given the lack of any general Duvergerian mechanism through which districts 

might ever grow more competitive than they already are 

 

 • given any variation in districts’ tendencies to grow less competitive, a tendency for 

competitiveness declines to occur most sharply in districts the theory identifies as most 

susceptible to such declines (i.e., in districts whose conditions best match theoretical 

assumptions).  Here, I focus on predictability of electoral outcomes:  districts with more 

predictable outcomes should witness sharper declines in competitiveness 
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 • not only a tendency for districts that best fit theoretical assumptions to grow less 

competitive, all else equal, but an increase over time in the number of districts that fit 

these conditions, implying continued declines in the future. 

 

     Below, I [briefly, in this draft] examine how well these expectations are borne out in Japan’s 

realignment-era elections.  Since there have been only four elections under MMM thus far, any 

trends we observe should be taken as no more than preliminary.  We do find low absolute levels 

of competitiveness.  However, rather than general tendencies toward competitiveness declines, 

we observe what appears to be regression toward a (borderline-competitive-at-best) mean:  very 

competitive districts tend to grow less so, but very uncompetitive districts do tend to grow 

somewhat more competitive, all else equal.  Still, we do find that districts that best fit the 

theory’s assumptions – those in which outcomes should be most predictable and party 

realignment has largely run its course – are the most likely to decline in competitiveness.  Jumps 

in competitiveness, meanwhile, are disproportionately associated with the final settling of party 

realignment – that is, with districts in which the LDP or DPJ finally come around to entering 

candidates or other parties, such as the Socialists, finally leave – and with districts witnessing 

splits and coordination breakdowns within the LDP.  Absent a new wave of fundamental party 

realignment, we should expect such conditions to prove less common in the future. 

 

1.  Absolute levels of competitiveness are low. 

 

     Figure 7 presents the frequency of closeness (RU) ratios “decile groups” by year.  I round 

each district’s closeness ratio down to its next-lowest single significant digit.  For example, I 
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place a closeness ratio of 0.68 into the “0.6s group” rather than rounding up to 0.7, and a 

closeness ratio of 0.04 into the “0.0s group” rather than rounding down to 0, which value is 

reserved for outright uncontested elections.   

     Only a moderate majority of districts are competitive by the 0.7 closeness-ratio standard.  In 

2000, just over 50 percent of districts had even one viable runner-up (I refer interchangeably to 

districts with any viable runners-up and districts with a viable runner-up.  Nearly all districts 

with any viable runners-up had only one, especially in 2003 and 2005).  In each of the other 

three election years, the proportion of districts with one viable runner-up has held steady at just 

over 60 percent.  Uncompetitive Lower House districts elections are now nearly as common as 

competitive ones. 

 

2.  Competitiveness is holding steady, not declining, in the aggregate. 

 

     Average district closeness has hovered near the 0.7 competitiveness threshold.  Average 

closeness was 0.73 in the 1996 election, 0.69 in 2000, 0.73 in 2003, and 0.74 in 2005.  But while 

average closeness has remained steady at the borderline-competitive level of 0.7, closeness 

ratios have begun to converge toward this average.  The modal closeness group was the 0.9s in 

1996 and 2000, the 0.8s in 2003, and the 0.7s in 2005.  Standard deviations have dropped from 

roughly 0.21 to roughly 0.16. 

 

3.  Individual districts don’t all decline in competitiveness over time:  competitiveness 

increases in some districts and decreases in others (and then may decrease or increase 

again, respectively).   
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     Figure 8 groups districts by election year and magnitude of competitiveness-level change 

(here and in all analyses addressing year-to-year change, cases from 1996 are omitted, since they 

were the first held under MMM).  On balance, districts with competitiveness increases are as 

numerous as those with declines.  170 of 300 districts declined in competitiveness in 2000.  This 

figure fell to 128 of 295 in 2003 (redistricted districts are omitted here), but rose to 152 of 300 in 

2005.  

     Note that most election-year-to-election-year competitiveness changes within individual 

districts are fairly small, falling between roughly -0.10 and 0.10. 

 

4.  Individual districts’ changes in competitiveness seem to produce, thus far, a pattern of 

convergence to a borderline level of competitiveness. 

 

     This apparent convergence in the aggregate patterns has already been noted above.  A look at 

individual-level districts strengthens this impression.  On balance, we see that closeness ratios 

tend to shift gradually toward a value of roughly 0.7 (as opposed to a pattern in which, for 

example, closeness ratios tend to jump from 0.95 past 0.7 and down to 0.4, or from 0.4 past 0.7 

and up to 0.95). 

     Scatterplots of election-year-on-election-year shifts in competitiveness reinforce this 

impression (Figures 9 and 10).  In Figures 9a-c, the horizontal and vertical line segments 

represent the 0.7 viability threshold, the diagonal line segment of slope 1 represents a “no 

change” curve, and the remaining segment represents the bivariate correlation between current 
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and previous years’ closeness ratios.  In Figures 10a-c, the diagonal segment again represents a 

simple bivariate correlation. 

     The bivariate correlations suggest that districts with viable runners-up do tend to become less 

competitive in successive elections, as predicted; but that districts with lower competitiveness 

levels tend to become more competitive.  As discussed above, Duvergerian theory cannot 

explain this.  It includes no general mechanism to account for increases in competition – while 

strategic voting and entry should serve to make elections less competitive over time, nothing 

exists to bring about the reverse. 

     There seem to be (at least) two plausible explanations.  First, competitiveness may simply 

follow a generic regression-to-the-mean effect.  Maximally competitive districts can only 

become less so; minimally competitive districts can only become more so.   

     Second, note that large jumps in competitiveness occur disproportionately in districts with 

unsettled partisan slates of candidates (secondary bars in Figure 8 histograms for 2003 and 

2005).  Here, for election years 2003 and 2005, “major-party slate change districts” denotes 

those districts that witness new entry or exit by the LDP, DPJ, Liberals, Kokumin Shintou, or 

“postal rebel” independents, or districts that witness a change in the number of LDP or DPJ 

candidates as a result of intra-party splits or their resolution.  Such changes in a district’s slate of 

parties – as opposed to simple vote transfers among, say, a consistent slate of LDP, DPJ, and JCP 

candidates – tend to produce the greatest competitiveness-level swings.  At the same time, such 

party-slate changes tend to occur more often in more lopsided districts:  districts in which the 

LDP holds a huge advantage, for example, are more likely to see the DPJ wavering between exit 

and entry, and are also more likely to prompt intra-LDP maverick challenges.  It may well be 

that large competitiveness jumps in districts that were previously least competitive are behind 
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the overall negative correlation between one election’s competitiveness level and the next in any 

given district. 

     Multivariate regression lets us go beyond this simple bivariate correlation and see whether 

this dynamic holds up once other factors are controlled for.  [Here, for now, I just do quick-and-

dirty OLS – there are a number of further refinements I’ll likely need to pursue.  The OLS results 

can just be thought of as suggestive].  It also lets us see whether districts in which outcomes are 

more predictable should prove more susceptible to competition declines over time, as the theory 

above suggests.  Competitiveness should decline when the SMD incumbent runs, and when no 

major party newly enters or exits or otherwise changes its number of candidates (here I count 

LDP-affiliated independents as LDP candidates). 

     The dependent variable is change in closeness ratio (ranging from -1 to 1); the cases are all 

elections from 2003 and 2005 (1996 and 2000 cases aren’t used because they can’t be scored on 

the lagged dependent variable:  a score for “closeness change in the prior elections” requires two 

prior elections in the district).  A 2005 election-year dummy and a control for urbanness (% of 

residents in Densely-inhabited Districts) are also added. 

     Figure 11 displays the results.  The “regression to the mean effect” survives in the form of 

negative and statistically significant correlations between closeness ratio change and two related 

independent variables:  closeness ratio at t-1 and closeness ratio change at t-1.  Figure 12 shows 

an example of the substantive implications:  it takes all possible values of district closeness ratios 

from the 2000 election year, and shows the predicted new closeness ratio in 2003, and then in 

2005 (this illustrative example is based on mean values for DID percentage and for t-1 closeness 

change in 2003; on an assumption that the SMD incumbent runs, no redistricting has occurred, 

and no major-party slate change occurs; and on the appropriate value of the 2005 election-year 
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dummy).  As above, the apparent pattern is gradual convergence toward a closeness ratio of 

roughly 0.7, or borderline competitiveness. 

     At the same time, we observe the expected relationship between closeness ratio change and 

lack of major-party slate changes (negative), presence of the incumbent (negative, but non-

significant, since the incumbent has almost always run in post-realignment SMDs), redistricting 

(positive but non-significant), and urbanness (positive).  In “normal” SMDs – that is, ones in 

which party realignment has largely run its course, parties have settled on a single candidate, and 

no redistricting has occurred – competition tends to decline.  Given that such “normalcy” 

increasingly characterizes SMDs, we have reason to expect competition declines to continue, 

absent more fundamental realignment.  As in the U.S. and Great Britain, and contrary to reform-

era optimism and Duverger’s Law, SMDs do little to produce vibrant two-party competition at 

the district level – quite the opposite. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

  

     Even in the mid-1990s, when party realignment and electoral reform had only just been set in 

motion, neither strategic entry theory nor Japan’s electoral history could have justified 

expectations that genuine competition would become the norm.  In theory, we should expect any 

district of M seats to gradually approach a number of candidates equal to M.  In practice, most 

prefectural assembly elections had indeed been uncompetitive – often outright uncontested, 

especially in SMDs – and nearly all gubernatorial elections have been uncompetitive as well. 

Post-1993 Japanese electoral experience thus far should temper any remaining optimism that 
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Lower House SMDs will produce a different pattern.  Since 1993, competitiveness in Lower 

House elections has dropped significantly, and we have no particular reason to expect this trend 

to reverse. 

     The overwhelming prevalence of non-competition in Japan, even with its new MMM system 

in the Lower House, is significant in itself.  In broader comparative and theoretical work on 

electoral politics, meanwhile, the Japanese case should contribute to an understanding that 

competition is neither empirically predominant (Reed, 2001, p. 315) nor theoretically natural.   
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Table 1.  SMD performance of previous election year’s runner-up, 2000-2005 
 
 

     performance in current race
lost won total

performance in 
previous race below 0.7 129 6 135
(proportion of 
winner's vote) above 0.7 220 122 342

total 349 128 477  
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Figure 1.  RU ratios and effective numbers of candidates, 1996-2005 
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Table 2.  RU ratios and effective numbers of candidates, 1996-2005 
 
 

              RU ratio
below 0.7 above 0.7 total

3 148 385 533
effective
number of 2 339 321 660
candidates
(rounded) 1 7 0

total 494 706 1200

7
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Figure 2. 
 

RU ratio distribution under certainty
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Figure 3a. 

Strongest potential runner-up 
under random distribution 

(n=2)
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Figure 3c. 

Strongest potential runner-up 
under random distribution 

(n=20)
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Figure 3b. 

Strongest potential runner-up 
under random distribution 

(n=10)
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 Figure 4. 
 RU ratios with entry threshold at 

70% of M th finisher's vote
(random distribution, n=10)
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Figure 5a. Figure 5b. 

RU ratios with entry threshold at 
70% of Mth finisher's vote
and one sincere entrant 

(random distribution, n=10)
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RU ratios with entry threshold at 
70% of Mth finisher's vote
and two sincere entrants 

(random distribution, n=10)
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Figure 6. 

Lower House RU ratios
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Figure 7.  Percent of districts in each closeness ratio category, by election year. 
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Figure 8.  Number of districts in each closeness ratio change category, by election year. 
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Figure 9a. 

2003 and 2005 closeness ratios
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Figure 9b. [please ignore points directly upon the axes themselves] 

2000 and 2003 closeness ratios
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Figure 9c. 
 

1996 and 2000 closeness ratios
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Figure 10a. 
 

2003 closeness ratios and change in 2005
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Figure 10b. 
 

2000 closeness ratios and change in 2003
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Figure 10c. 
 

1996 closeness ratios and change in 2000
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Figure 11. 
 
 Unstandardized Coefficients Sig.

B Std. Error
(Constant) 0.39 0.03 0.00
closeness ratio, t-1 -0.54 0.04 0.00
closeness ratio change, t-1 -0.10 0.04 0.01
no change in major-party candidate slate -0.05 0.01 0.00
SMD incumbent runs -0.02 0.02 0.34
redistricting since last election 0.03 0.02 0.12
% of residents in densely-inhabited districts (DIDs) 0.08 0.02 0.00
2005 year dummy 0.02 0.01 0.25
Dependent Variable: closeness ratio change

N = 590 (all cases from 2003 and 2005)

R R Square Adjusted R Square
0.62 0.38 0.37  

 
 
Figure 12. 
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