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Abstract

This chapter documents the institutional foundations of intraparty competi-
tion in Latin America and examines how different configurations of ballot type,
vote pooling, the number of votes voters can cast, and district magnitude relate
to party system institutionalization. The descriptive patterns show that party-
centered electoral rules are remarkably durable in Latin America, but that intra-
party competition is not uniformly associated with weak party systems. Instead,
higher levels of party system institutionalization coexist with – and in some cases
are more common under – electoral arrangements that permit intraparty compe-
tition, provided that competition is channeled through party labels. These patterns
challenge the view that intraparty competition and party system institutionaliza-
tion are inherently in tension and highlight the importance of institutional design
in shaping how competition unfolds within parties.
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Intraparty competition structures the strategic environment in which legis-

lators operate, shaping their relationships with fellow party members and with

their party leadership. Institutional rules vary in the degree to which they pit

co-partisans against one another, and these differences fundamentally influence

how legislators campaign, which policies they emphasize, how often they vote

as a unit, and whether they invest in the party’s collective reputation or in their

own individual appeal. Where rules intensify competition within parties, legisla-

tors face stronger incentives to differentiate themselves from their partisan peers,

often at the expense of the party’s shared reputation (Crisp et al. 2025).

When intraparty competition is high, legislators respond by prioritizing their

personal popularity. In doing so, they seek to build an individual electoral base

grounded in their personal traits, activities, visibility, and reputation (Cain, Fer-

ejohn and Fiorina 1987) rather than in the party label alone. Legislators carve

out distinct electoral niches through particularistic bids because these strategies

enhance their individual appeal (Fiorina 1977).

In political environments with intense intraparty competition, individual politi-

cians – rather than parties – become the primary reference point for voters (Rahat

and Kenig 2018). When electoral success depends on being personally recognized

and valued by voters, legislators provide particularized benefits for which they

can claim credit (Motolinia 2021) and invest in constituency service to generate

support that is independent of the party’s collective reputation.

Party reputation, by contrast, reflects the collective signal conveyed by a party

label within an electoral district. Party labels provide voters with low-cost informa-

tion about policy priorities and governing style (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991;

Snyder and Ting 2003), making them valuable electoral assets for legislators.

Maintaining a coherent party reputation, however, requires coordination and dis-

cipline among party members, creating a classic collective action problem (Cox

and McCubbins 1993; Aldrich 1995). Legislators may have incentives to deviate

from the party line – whether ideologically or in how they allocate time and re-

sources – when doing so strengthens their personal standing with constituents

(Hix 2004; Buisseret and Prato 2020). Yet, widespread deviation weakens the

informational value of the party label and dilutes the party’s collective brand.

Institutional incentives ultimately determine how legislators balance these

competing strategies. Where intraparty competition is limited, electoral success

is more closely tied to party-centric behavior, and party leaders retain greater ca-

pacity to enforce discipline. Where intraparty competition is high, legislators gain
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more from cultivating personal reputations, and party leaders have fewer tools

to prevent personalistic behavior – even when such behavior erodes the party’s

electoral standing in the long-term (Carey and Shugart 1995; Shugart, Valdini

and Suominen 2005).

The study of intraparty competition in Latin America over the past two

decades has developed around two broad lines. The first strand focuses on

how electoral incentives structure the degree and form of competition among

co-partisans in different Latin American countries. Focusing on specific coun-

tries, this research emphasizes the role of electoral system design and builds on

classic work on the personal vote and candidate- vs party-centered politics. Early

foundational contributions examine how rules governing district magnitude and

nomination procedures distribute power between party leaders and individual

politicians and argue that electoral rules shape intraparty competition by alter-

ing politicians’ career incentives (Ames 1995; Samuels 1999; Morgenstern and

Nacif 2002).

For example, drawing primarily on the Brazilian case, Ames (1995) shows how

large district magnitudes and open-list proportional representation (OLPR) fos-

ter intraparty competition, pushing legislators to cultivate personal constituencies

and engage in geographically targeted credit claiming rather than collective party

strategies. Also focusing on Brazil, Samuels (1999) then shifts attention to nomi-

nation rules and career paths, arguing that weak party control over nominations

and the separation between legislative and executive careers amplify personal

vote–seeking incentives and undermine party discipline. In contrast, adopting

a comparative perspective, Morgenstern and Nacif (2002) study how intraparty

competition varies between countries – including Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and

Mexico – and produces differences in legislative cohesion, policymaking, and

executive-legislative relations.

Subsequent work in this line of research has focused on the role of electoral

reforms. Two related approaches have been developed. One examines how re-

forms ostensibly designed to strengthen parties – such as closed lists or central-

ized nomination rules – often interact with preexisting organizational practices

in ways that only partially dampen intraparty competition (Pachón and Shugart

2010; Negretto and Visconti 2018; Motolinia 2026). For example, Negretto and

Visconti (2018) analyze electoral reforms in Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay, to as-

sess how changes in ballot structure and nomination rules affect intraparty com-

petition. Drawing on both within-country comparisons before and after reform
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and cross-national patterns, they show that the effect of electoral reforms intended

to strengthen parties is mediated by party organizations, territorial power bases,

and informal nomination practices. As a result, similar reforms can produce

different outcomes across countries and parties.

The other approach emphasizes the conditionality of electoral incentives,

showing how similar institutional rules can produce divergent patterns of intra-

party competition depending on the party’s enforcement capacity, institution-

alization, and subnational variation (Crisp et al. 2004; Cheibub and Sin 2020;

Freidenberg and Pachano 2026; Kemahlioglu, Weitz-Shapiro and Hirano 2009;

Albarracín and Milanese 2016). Cheibub and Sin (2020), for example, on how

electoral incentives operate in practice with a special focus on party enforcement.

The authors show that similar electoral institutions can generate different levels

of intraparty competition depending on parties’ capacity to discipline legislators

and control nominations. Where enforcement is weak (as in Brazil), candidate-

centered incentives translate into intraparty competition, whereas stronger party

enforcement can substantially mute these effects (as in Argentina). A comple-

mentary piece, also centering on enforcement capacity, is that of Albarracín and

Milanese (2016). The authors focus on subnational variation within Argentina,

comparing provinces that operate under the same electoral rules but differ in

party organization, access to state resources, and territorial control. They show

that these local differences condition how electoral incentives are translated into

broader nomination strategies and intraparty competition.

The second major strand shifts attention from the causes of intraparty compe-

tition to its consequences, particularly for representation, legislative behavior, and

party system dynamics. This literature has developed three distinct approaches.

One examines how intraparty competition shapes candidate selection and, in

turn, patterns of descriptive representation and intraparty career advancement.

This work argues that intense competition among co-partisans systematically bi-

ases recruitment toward particular types of politicians – those with greater per-

sonal resources, stronger territorial control, or elite connections (Siavelis 2002;

Aragon 2001; Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006; Langston 2006; Klašnja, Mo-

tolinia and Weschle 2025; Klasnja and Motolinia 2026).

Owing in part to the quality and availability of electoral and politician-level

data, Chile has emerged as a particularly well-studied case in the literature on

intraparty competition and candidate selection. Siavelis (2002) shows how in-

traparty competition within party lists systematically advantages candidates with
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strong factional backing and close ties to party elites. Building on this insight,

Carey and Polga-Hecimovich (2006) situate Chile within a broader comparative

framework to show that intense intraparty competition encourages parties to re-

cruit candidates with high personal political capital. Most recently, Klasnja and

Motolinia (2026) show that intraparty competition in Chile following the 2015

electoral reform disproportionately advantages very wealthy politicians, who are

more likely both to enter races and to achieve electoral success.

A related line of research examines legislative behavior, analyzing how in-

traparty competition shapes cohesion and responsiveness once politicians are in

office. This work conceptualizes legislative behavior as a strategic response to

ongoing intraparty contests over renomination and advancement, showing that

intraparty competition can undermine collective action in legislatures by incen-

tivizing position-taking, party switching, and localized credit claiming (Micozzi

2013; Kerevel 2015; Alemán, Ramírez and Slapin 2017; Jaramillo 2023; Motolinia

2021, 2025). For example, Kerevel (2015) focuses on Mexico and shows that leg-

islators’ behavior in Congress reflects strategic calculations about renomination

under conditions of intraparty competition where party leaders retain significant

control over career advancement. Examining legislative behavior in Colombia,

Jaramillo (2023) shows that intraparty competition over renomination induces

legislators to engage in individualized legislative strategies – such as position-

taking and other constituency-oriented initiatives.

Finally, a distinct third line of research within this strand situates intraparty

competition within the broader party system and territorial dynamics. Scholars

show how intraparty competition interacts with federalism, subnational author-

itarian enclaves, and uneven party penetration to reshape party systems over

time (Harbers 2014; Gibson and Suárez-Cao 2010; Montero and Samuels 2004;

Borges 2011; Wills-Otero 2016; Greene and Sánchez-Talanquer 2018; Morgan

2018; Moreno 2005). This work emphasizes that intraparty competition is not

merely an internal party phenomenon but a mechanism through which national

and subnational power structures are reproduced and contested. For example,

focusing on Argentina, Gibson and Suárez-Cao (2010) show that using control

over nominations, strong provincial party leaders can insulate subnational party

organizations from the national competition. Harbers (2014), then, extends this

argument by examining subnational authoritarian enclaves in Mexico.
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To better understand intraparty competition and its effects in Latin American

party systems, I first turn to the institutional foundations of intraparty competi-

tion. I begin by describing the electoral rules and institutional features that shape

incentives for co-partisan candidates to distinguish themselves from one another.

Then, I draw on the I3 dataset (Crisp et al. 2025), supplemented with additional

primary sources for the most recent periods, to compare how these institutional

configurations vary across lower houses in different Latin American countries

and how they have evolved over time. Second, I examine how different config-

urations of ballot type, vote pooling, the number of votes voters can cast, and

district magnitude relate to party system institutionalization (PSI) in the region.

In particular, I show that intraparty competition is not uniformly associated with

weak party systems. Instead, I argue that some forms of intraparty competition

are compatible with PSI, and that party systems can achieve high levels of insti-

tutionalization under electoral arrangements that permit intraparty competition,

provided that it is channeled through party labels.

Electoral Rules and Intraparty Competition

in Latin America

Electoral rules vary in the extent to which they generate competition among can-

didates from the same party. When intraparty competition is high, voters are

asked to choose not only between parties but also among co-partisan candidates

appearing on the same ballot. In the extreme, politicians’ primary rivals are fel-

low party members rather than opponents from other parties, and candidates

must win support largely on the basis of their personal attributes and behav-

ior, since they share the party label with their competitors. These institutional

environments encourage co-partisan candidates to differentiate themselves from

one another in order to secure electoral support (Cox and Thies 1998; Catalinac

2018).

The degree of intraparty competition is therefore shaped by electoral rules

that require voters to single out individual politicians rather than parties. Key in-

stitutional features that structure these incentives include ballot access and ballot

type, whether votes are pooled at the party level, the number of votes voters can

cast, and district magnitude.
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Ballot access and type: Electoral systems differ in how candidates gain ac-

cess to the ballot and in the extent to which voters can alter party-established

placements. A substantial body of work in comparative politics has examined

how parties select their candidates (e.g., Hazan and Rahat 2006; Lundell 2004;

Rahat and Sheafer 2007; Galasso and Nannicini 2015; Yildirim, Kocapınar and

Ecevit 2019). This research differentiates between exclusive vs inclusive proce-

dures – which vary according to the extent parties can limit who is allowed to

run – and centralized vs decentralized processes – which depend on whether can-

didate selection is controlled by national party leaders or local selectors (Hazan

and Rahat 2010). Exclusive procedures allow party leaders to exert significant

control over electoral entry, shaping the degree of oversight they have over party

members by limiting access to the party label.

Although some countries regulate ballot access, in practice, these rules are

flexible and often left to each party’s discretion, making it difficult to classify

countries systematically based on ballot access alone. In most contexts, parties

set their own candidate selection rules (Hazan and Rahat 2006), often varying

by district and election. Even when laws prescribe selection procedures, parties

frequently retain leeway in interpreting them. For instance, in Mexico, most par-

ties can circumvent formal selection rules, allowing party leaders to directly ap-

point candidates when participating in pre-electoral coalitions (Motolinia 2026).

Similarly, in Honduras, the law requires parties with multiple factions to hold

primaries, but dominant factions deem primaries unnecessary and argue that the

party is not fragmented (Taylor-Robinson 2009, p 334).

Ballot type, in contrast, comprises authority over party endorsement and bal-

lot rank in list systems. In proportional representation systems, a key distinction

lies between ballots with open- and closed -lists. Under open-list proportional repre-

sentation (OLPR), voters cast ballots for individual candidates within a party list,

allowing them to influence candidate rankings. Under closed-list proportional rep-

resentation (CLPR), voters instead cast ballots for the party as a whole, leaving

the ordering of candidates entirely in the hands of party leadership.1

Ballot access and type influence intraparty competition by shaping candidates’

incentives both to secure a place on the ballot and, in list systems, to achieve a

favorable ranking. Even when a party can nominate multiple candidates, the

1There are also intermediate cases between these two extremes, in which voters may cast
preference votes, but additional conditions must be satisfied for those votes to affect candidate
rankings.
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structure of the ballot determines whether personal votes matter and how can-

didates position themselves relative to their co-partisans. In systems with open

ballots, for example, candidates must compete directly for votes within the party,

prompting them to develop distinct profiles, cultivate local support networks, or

pursue targeted campaign strategies.

Table 1 presents the ballot type for different countries in Latin America and

how it has changed over time. Several broad patterns stand out. First, closed

ballot systems have been the dominant structure in the region for long stretches,

particularly in countries such as Mexico, Uruguay, Bolivia, Paraguay, and Costa

Rica, where closed ballots remained in place for decades with little or no inter-

ruption.2 Second, a smaller set of countries – including Brazil and Chile – exhibit

remarkable institutional stability under open ballot systems.

Third, a number of cases display substantial change, alternating between open

and closed ballots, often in connection with broader political reforms or regime

changes. Argentina, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela exemplify this pattern, as

each has experienced multiple shifts in ballot mechanisms and electoral rules

that reflect both regime change and transitions in democratic practice, while also

revealing efforts to recalibrate intraparty competition and candidate incentives.

In sum, the table highlights both the prevalence of closed ballots as the regional

baseline and the meaningful cross-national – and within-country – variation in

ballot types.

2In countries with mixed electoral systems, ballot structures vary across tiers. In Mexico
(1946-2024) and Bolivia (1997–2005 and 2009–2024), ballots are closed in both tiers. In con-
trast, Venezuela (1998–2024) employs open ballots in the first tier and closed ballots in the
second tier.
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Table 1: Ballot Type by Latin American Country

Country Period Ballot Type

Argentina 1946 - 1948 open
Argentina 1951 - 1957 closed
Argentina 1958 - 1962 open
Argentina 1963 - 2024 closed
Bolivia 1956 - 2024 closed
Brazil 1947 - 2024 open
Chile 1949 - 2024 open
Colombia 1945 - 2024 closed
Costa Rica 1946 - 2024 closed
Dominican Republic 1962 - 1998 closed
Dominican Republic 2002 - 2024 open
Ecuador 1950 - 1997 closed
Ecuador 1998 - 2020 open
Ecuador 2021 - 2024 closed
El Salvador 1950 - 1950 open
El Salvador 1956 - 2009 closed
El Salvador 2012 - 2024 open
Guatemala 1947 - 1961 open
Guatemala 1966 - 2024 closed
Honduras 1957 - 2001 closed
Honduras 2005 - 2024 open
Mexico 1946 - 2024 closed
Nicaragua 1947 - 2024 closed
Panama 1948 - 1968 closed
Panama 1984 - 2024 open
Paraguay 1963 - 2024 closed
Peru 1950 - 1962 open
Peru 1963 - 1963 closed
Peru 1978 - 1978 open
Peru 1980 - 1980 closed
Peru 1985 - 2024 open
Uruguay 1946 - 2024 closed
Venezuela 1946 - 1993 closed
Venezuela 1998 - 2024 open
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Vote Pooling: Vote pooling refers to the level at which votes are aggregated

for the purposes of seat allocation – whether votes ultimately count toward in-

dividual candidates or are combined at the party level. In systems without vote

pooling, votes count exclusively toward the election of the individual candidate.

In these cases, votes do not transfer to the party or to other candidates, and elec-

toral success depends entirely on personal vote totals rather than collective party

performance. In contrast, with vote pooling, votes are aggregated either at the

party or party-list level, allowing votes cast for one candidate to contribute to the

broader electoral fortunes of the party. Mechanically, when votes are cast directly

for parties, as under CLPR, or for candidates in single-seat districts (SSDs), votes

are effectively pooled at the party level.

In many proportional representation systems with open ballots, votes are cast

for individual candidates. Even though these votes affect the ordering of the

candidate list, they are first aggregated at the party level to determine each party’s

seat allocation. Under these arrangements, votes for a candidate increase their

party’s seat allocation regardless of whether the specific candidate receiving the

vote is ultimately elected. Other systems allow for pooling at the party-list level,

especially when parties may present multiple lists of candidates within the same

district, with votes aggregated within lists affiliated with the same party.

Vote pooling affects intraparty competition by shaping the incentives candi-

dates face when competing for votes within the same party. When votes cast for

individual candidates are aggregated at the party level, the need to cultivate a

personal vote is reduced. This is because each candidate’s votes also contribute

to the party’s overall total and can help elect other candidates on the list – creat-

ing a partial alignment between individual and collective incentives. In contrast,

when no pooling occurs, candidates must compete directly for personal votes,

as their electoral success depends entirely on outrunning co-partisans. Without

pooling, personal reputation and targeted campaigning become crucial, which

intensifies intraparty competition.

Table 2 presents the vote pool of different countries in Latin America over

time. It reveals a remarkable degree of continuity in vote-pooling arrangements,

with party-level pooling being dominant. In most countries, votes have consis-

tently been aggregated at the party level, often for decades at a time. This reflects

the regional preference for electoral rules that tie individual votes to collective

party performance rather than to purely personal outcomes.3 Only a handful of

3During periods with mixed electoral systems in Mexico (1946–2024) and Bolivia
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Table 2: Vote Pool by Latin American Country

Country Period Ballot Pool

Argentina 1946 - 2024 party
Bolivia 1956 - 2024 party
Brazil 1947 - 2024 party
Chile 1949 - 2024 party
Colombia 1945 - 1949 party
Colombia 1958 - 1998 party-list
Colombia 2002 - 2024 party
Costa Rica 1946 - 2024 party
Dominican Republic 1962 - 2024 party
Ecuador 1950 - 1997 party
Ecuador 1998 - 1998 candidate
Ecuador 2002 - 2024 party
El Salvador 1950 - 1950 candidate
El Salvador 1956 - 2024 party
Guatemala 1947 - 2024 party
Honduras 1957 - 2024 party
Mexico 1946 - 2024 party
Nicaragua 1947 - 2024 party
Panama 1948 - 2024 party
Paraguay 1963 - 2024 party
Peru 1950 - 2024 party
Uruguay 1946 - 2024 party
Venezuela 1946 - 1993 party
Venezuela 1998 - 2024 candidate

countries exhibit meaningful departures from this pattern, and even then, these

deviations tend to be brief or episodic rather than permanent shifts. Colombia

stands out as the most fluid case, alternating between party pooling and party-

list pooling across distinct political periods. Ecuador and El Salvador display

short-lived experiments with candidate-level pooling, each lasting only a single

election before reverting to party pooling. Venezuela represents the clearest sus-

(1997–2005 and 2009–2024), votes pool at the party level in both tiers. In Venezuela
(1998–2024), votes pool at the candidate level in the first tier and at the party level in the
second tier.
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tained break from the regional norm, transitioning from party-level pooling prior

to 1993 to candidate-level pooling after 1998.

Number of votes: This institutional dimension captures both how many votes

each voter is entitled to cast and the level at which those votes are expressed –

whether it is a single vote for a party, a single vote for a candidate, multiple

votes for multiple candidates, or a combination of party and candidate votes.

Importantly, even when the number of votes is fixed, recent research shows that

ballot design can shape the salience of personal vote-earning attributes (Barnes,

Tchintian and Alles 2017; Alles, Barnes and Tchintian 2023), and that parties

often implement alternative ballot formats to circumvent constraints in single-

vote systems.

Mexico provides a clear illustration. In legislative elections under its mixed-

member majoritarian system – combining SSDs and CLPR – voters receive a

single ballot displaying party-candidate pairings. Casting a vote for one of these

pairings simultaneously counts as a vote for the candidate in the SSD race and

for the candidate’s party in the CLPR tier. However, when parties nominate joint

SSD candidates through pre-electoral coalitions, each participating party presents

its own party list. As a result, the same candidate appears multiple times on the

ballot, once for each coalition partner. Voters supporting the joint candidate can

therefore choose which party-candidate combination to select, and may select all

or only a subset of them.4 In effect, the fused vote ballot design enables a formally

single vote to be functionally disaggregated across parties when multiple parties

back the same SSD candidate.

The relationship between the number of votes and intraparty competition is

not straightforward, as it interacts closely with both vote pooling and district

magnitude. For instance, a single vote may produce low intraparty competition if

it is pooled at the party level, but can generate intense competition if it is counted

solely at the candidate level. While SSD races, by definition, always involve a

single vote, OLPR systems can also offer a single-vote option, with the intensity

of intraparty rivalry depending on how and at what level votes are aggregated.

Table 3 displays the number of votes available for different Latin American

countries. The table reveals a pronounced bimodal pattern in the number of

votes each voter is entitled to cast. In the first and most common pattern, voters

in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Cuba, the Dominican Repub-

4See Catalinac and Motolinia (2021) for a detailed discussion of vote aggregation in this
system.
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Table 3: Number of Votes by Latin American Country

Country Period Number of Votes

Argentina 1946 - 2024 one
Bolivia 1956 - 2024 one
Brazil 1947 - 2024 one
Chile 1949 - 2024 one
Colombia 1945 - 2024 one
Costa Rica 1946 - 2024 one
Dominican Republic 1962 - 2024 one
Ecuador 1950 - 1997 one
Ecuador 1998 - 2024 total number of seats
El Salvador 1950 - 1950 total number of seats
El Salvador 1956 - 2012 one
El Salvador 2015 - 2021 total number of seats
El Salvador 2020 - 2024 one
Guatemala 1947 - 2024 one
Honduras 1957 - 2001 one
Honduras 2005 - 2024 total number of seats
Mexico 1946 - 2024 one
Nicaragua 1947 - 2024 one
Panama 1948 - 2024 one
Paraguay 1963 - 2024 one
Peru 1950 - 2024 one
Uruguay 1946 - 2024 one
Venezuela 1946 - 1993 one
Venezuela 1998 - 2024 total number of seats

lic, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay have

consistently had a single vote per legislative election. This single-vote norm under-

scores the prevalence of systems that prioritize a simple ballot structure and often

reinforce the party-centered aggregation of preferences discussed in the previous

section.5

In contrast, a smaller set of cases – particularly at specific historical moments

5It is worth noting, however, that under the mixed system, voters in Mexico cast a single
vote that applies to both tiers – as described above – whereas in Bolivia and Venezuela voters
cast two separate votes, one in the majoritarian tier and one in the proportional tier.
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in Ecuador (1998–2024), El Salvador (1950; 2015-2021), Honduras (2005–2013),

and Venezuela (1998–2024) – have adopted periods in which voters can cast a

number of votes equal to the total number of seats available in the district.6 It is

worth noting, however, that this high number of available votes reflects the fact

that voters can either cast a straight-ticket vote (voto en plancha), by selecting a

party list (with the possibility of expressing a preference for specific candidates),

or cast a split-ticket vote (voto cruzado), in which they may select individual can-

didates from different lists – up to the total number of seats in their district –

provided they do not simultaneously mark support for a single party list.

Magnitude: District magnitude refers to the number of representatives elected

in a given district. By definition, SSDs have a magnitude of one, while the maxi-

mum possible magnitude corresponds to a legislature elected at-large, where the

entire country constitutes a single district.

District magnitude is important for intraparty competition because it sets the

number of candidates that each party can field, but its effects are conditional

on the combination of ballot type, vote pooling, and the number of votes per

voter (Crisp, Jensen and Shomer 2007). In some contexts, a larger magnitude

can make individual candidates more anonymous, increasing their reliance on

the party label rather than personal appeal. In other settings, a higher number of

seats creates stronger incentives for candidates to differentiate themselves from

co-partisans in order to secure votes. Carey and Shugart (1995) highlight this

distinction by emphasizing that district magnitude mediates intraparty competi-

tion. Specifically, when intraparty competition is low, larger district magnitudes

reduce the incentive to cultivate a personal vote, whereas when competition is

high, larger magnitudes amplify these incentives.

Table 4 reports average district magnitude and highlights substantial cross-

national and temporal variation across lower houses in Latin America. Several

countries display relatively stable, moderate magnitudes over long periods. Ar-

gentina and Brazil, for instance, consistently rely on multimember districts with

low double-digit averages, typically in the teens. By contrast, countries such as

Mexico – as well as Nicaragua and Honduras in earlier periods – exhibit extended

reliance on SSDs.7

6In Venezuela, this corresponds to the majoritarian tier only.
7In Mexico, this corresponds to the majoritarian tier; the magnitude in the proportional

tier is 40. In contrast, the average magnitude in the Venezuelan proportional tier (1998-2015)
is 2.6.
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Table 4: Average magnitude by Latin American Country

Country Period Magnitude Country Period Magnitude

Argentina 1946–1948 10.50 Honduras 1957–1980 3.50
Argentina 1951–1954 1.00 Honduras 1981–2024 7.20
Argentina 1957–2024 10.20 Mexico 1946–2024 1.00
Bolivia 1956–1964 7.80 Nicaragua 1947–1947 1.00
Bolivia 1966–1993 13.50 Nicaragua 1950–1963 42.00
Bolivia 1997–2005 1.00 Nicaragua 1984–1990 9.90
Bolivia 2006–2006 3.00 Nicaragua 1996–2011 4.10
Bolivia 2009–2024 1.00 Panama 1948–1968 4.80
Brazil 1947–1958 12.80 Panama 1984–2024 1.80
Brazil 1962–1966 16.40 Paraguay 1963–1963 60.00
Brazil 1970–1970 12.40 Paraguay 1967–1967 120.00
Brazil 1974–1974 14.60 Paraguay 1968–1988 60.00
Brazil 1978–1978 16.80 Paraguay 1989–1989 72.00
Brazil 1982–2014 18.90 Paraguay 1993–2013 4.40
Chile 1949–1973 5.30 Peru 1950–1963 6.90
Chile 1989–2013 2.00 Peru 1978–1978 100.00
Chile 2015–2024 5.50 Peru 1980–1990 7.00
Colombia 1945–1990 6.60 Peru 1992–1992 80.00
Colombia 1990–1990 70.00 Peru 1995–2000 120.00
Colombia 1991–2024 5.00 Peru 2001–2011 4.90
Costa Rica 1946–2014 7.7 Uruguay 1946–2024 5.20
Dominican Rep. 1962–2010 4.00 Venezuela 1946–1946 7.00
Ecuador 1950–2024 3.70 Venezuela 1947–1988 7.00
El Salvador 1950–2024 4.40 Venezuela 1993–1993 1.00
Guatemala 1947–2015 3.40 Venezuela 1998–2015 1.20

Other cases show sharp temporal shifts in magnitude associated with institu-

tional or regime change. Bolivia’s average magnitude declines markedly in later

periods; this corresponds to the transition from pure CLPR to a mixed-system pe-

riod. This decline, however, reflects only the majoritarian tier during the mixed

system.8 Nicaragua experiences dramatic swings: from SSDs to an average mag-

nitude of 42 during the 1950–1963 period. This jump is a reflection of the Pacto de

los Generales, which institutionalized power-sharing between the Somoza regime

8In the proportional tier, the magnitude is on average 6.7 for the 2009-2024 period.
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and the Conservative Party by allocating fixed seat shares in the legislature: 60

seats to Somoza’s Liberal Party, 17 to the Conservatives, and three seats to the

presidential candidate and former presidents.

Similar institutional explanations account for outliers elsewhere. In Chile, the

unusually low magnitude during the post-transition period reflects the binomial

system established under the Pinochet regime. In Colombia, the spike in 1990

corresponds to elections for the Asamblea Constituyente, in which the entire country

functioned as a single national district to draft the 1991 Constitution. Peru shows

comparable patterns: exceptionally high magnitudes during the 1978 constituent

elections and again following Fujimori’s 1992 self-coup, succeeded by a period

in which the country was treated as a single national district, before reverting

to department-based districts. Finally, Paraguay’s very large magnitudes between

1963 and 1989 reflect the centralized authoritarian structure of the Stroessner

regime, with the peak in 1967 coinciding with the election of a Constituent As-

sembly.

1 Intraparty Competition and Party System Institution-

alization

Overall, the tables above highlight both the durability of party-centered electoral

systems in Latin America and the rarity of arrangements in which, for example,

votes count exclusively toward individual candidates. Parties remain the primary

vehicles through which votes are aggregated, and seats are allocated across the re-

gion. Although this underscores the central role of parties in structuring electoral

competition for most Latin American countries, the institutional reality contrasts

sharply with what we know about the weakness of party systems in practice.

A large body of work shows that party system institutionalization (PSI) in

Latin America has been persistently low, characterized by high electoral volatility,

weak partisan attachments, and limited programmatic structuring of competition

(Mainwaring and Scully 1995; Mainwaring 1999). More recently, Mainwaring

(2018) argues that even as democratic competition became more widespread and

durable, party systems in many Latin American countries failed to develop stable

roots in society, leading to chronically low PSI across much of the region.

This juxtaposition poses a central puzzle: why do electoral rules that seem to

formally privilege parties can generate party systems that remain weakly institu-

tionalized? To examine this question, I first explore how party system institution-
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alization varies with each of the features described above. I then offer a simple

answer to this puzzle: not all forms of intraparty competition are incompatible

with PSI and show data patterns consistent with this claim.

This analysis relies on the Party institutionalization index developed by V-

Dem (Coppedge et al. 2022). The index captures multiple dimensions of party

development, including organizational depth, the presence of party activists and

cadres, the strength of parties’ linkages to civil society, and the coherence of party

platforms and ideologies, among others. Higher values of the index indicate a

more institutionalized party system.9

Figure 1: Mean PSI Index, by Ballot Type, Vote Pool, and Number of Votes
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Figure 1 shows clear and systematic differences PSI across the three institu-

tional dimensions. The panel on the left indicates that systems with open ballots

are associated with higher average PSI scores than systems with closed ballots,

suggesting that allowing intraparty competition through the ballot is not incom-

patible with – and may coincide with – more institutionalized party systems. The

panel in the middle reveals sharper contrasts across vote-pooling rules: PSI is

highest where votes pool at the party level and lower where votes pool at the

party-list or candidate level, indicating that how votes are aggregated conditions

the degree of party system institutionalization more strongly than ballot openness

alone. In other words, OLPR systems are likely linked with higher levels of PSI

only when the vote pool is at the party level. The panel on the right shows that

9The unit of observation is the country-year.
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systems in which voters cast a single vote exhibit higher PSI, on average, than

systems with split-ticket voting, pointing to a negative association between the

complexity of voting for individual candidates across multiple lists and PSI.

Figure 2: PSI Index and Magnitude
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As discussed above, the effects of district magnitude are conditional on the

configuration of ballot type, vote pooling, and the number of votes. Figure 2 illus-

trates the relationship between PSI and district magnitude separately for OLPR

and CLPR systems. In OLPR systems, PSI declines as district magnitude in-

creases: higher levels of institutionalization are concentrated at lower magnitudes,

while larger magnitudes are associated with lower PSI. In CLPR systems, by con-

trast, the association is positive: PSI increases as district magnitude rises. This

contrast, however, reflects differences in the distribution of magnitudes across

systems. The negative slope observed under OLPR is driven by cases with very

large district magnitudes; for magnitudes below 20, the relationship between PSI

and district magnitude is essentially flat. This suggests that district magnitude

undermines PSI in OLPR systems only once it reaches very high levels, rather

than exerting a monotonic effect across the full range of magnitudes.

Having established how each institutional feature relates to PSI in isolation, I

now turn to explaining why not all forms of intraparty competition are incompat-

ible with party system institutionalization. The conventional wisdom holds that

when politicians compete against co-partisans, they will prioritize personal popu-

larity and undermine their party labels in order to differentiate themselves. This

would make individual politicians – rather than parties – the primary reference
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point for voters. This logic, however, does not apply uniformly across all forms of

intraparty competition. In particular, when electoral rules channel voter choice

through existing party labels, intraparty competition can reduce incentives for

party exit and limit party system fragmentation.

Where intraparty competition is capable of absorbing political conflict in-

ternally during electoral contests, it can increase the salience of party labels as

the main arenas of competition and, in turn, dampen electoral volatility. When

competition is intense but bounded – and parties remain effective gatekeepers –

politicians have little incentive to abandon their party labels. Under these condi-

tions, politicians will seek to cultivate personal reputations without systematically

undermining the party brand, differentiating themselves from co-partisans within

the confines of the party label rather than outside of it.

A similar dynamic operates where parties confronted with high intraparty

competition invest in organizational infrastructure that disciplines politicians once

in office. Such investments allow politicians to build personal reputations through

activities – such as constituency service or particularistic appeals – that do not

challenge the party’s programmatic agenda (Motolinia 2026). Over time, this

arrangement encourages voters to associate political performance with parties

rather than solely with individuals, thereby contributing to the accumulation of

reputational capital at the party level.

Figure 3 plots the average personalism with the PSI index. Average personal-

ism is a measure of intraparty competition developed by Crisp et al. (2025) that

captures the extent to which legislative activity is structured around cohesive,

programmatic parties as opposed to individually salient politicians. The figure

shows that as personalism increases, PSI tends to rise. Although PSI displays sub-

stantial dispersion across all levels of personalism, observations at higher levels of

personalism are more frequently concentrated at intermediate to relatively high

PSI values. The pattern suggests that higher levels of intraparty competition are

not systematically associated with weaker party system institutionalization and

illustrates how bounded personalism can muster more institutionalized party sys-

tems.

Taken together, these patterns invert the conventional puzzle. While it is true

that electoral rules in Latin America have long formally privileged parties, the

evidence suggests that party system institutionalization is not uniformly low and,

in many cases, has increased relative to earlier periods. Moreover, institutional

arrangements that permit relatively high levels of intraparty competition do not
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Figure 3: Correlation between Average Personalism (I3) and PSI Index (V-Dem)
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appear to undermine PSI so long as competition is channeled through existing

party labels. Instead, systems that permit competition within parties appear com-

patible with moderate to high levels of institutionalization, insofar as political

ambition and voter choice are expressed within existing parties. The implication

is that party-centered rules and bounded forms of intraparty competition are not

in tension; instead, they can coexist in ways that sustain, and in some contexts

even reinforce, party system institutionalization.

Conclusion

This chapter set out to document how the institutional rules governing intra-

party competition vary across Latin America and how these configurations relate

to party system institutionalization. The descriptive evidence reveals a striking

combination of continuity and variation. On the one hand, party-centered elec-

toral arrangements – particularly party-level vote pooling and single-vote systems

– have been remarkably persistent across countries and over time. On the other

hand, substantial heterogeneity exists in ballot structure, district magnitude, and

the degree to which voters can differentiate among co-partisan candidates.

Across institutional dimensions, the patterns challenge a simple opposition

between intraparty competition and party system institutionalization. Systems

with relatively intense intraparty competition often exhibit equal or higher levels

of PSI than systems designed to suppress competition among co-partisans. This
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chapter underscores the importance of how competition is structured: PSI is

consistently higher where intraparty competition is expressed within, rather than

outside, party labels.

The relationship between average personalism and PSI provides a useful sum-

mary of the broader argument. Higher levels of personalism – capturing greater

intraparty competition – are not systematically associated with weaker party sys-

tems. Instead, the distribution of PSI at higher levels of personalism suggests

that bounded forms of intraparty competition can coexist with, and potentially

complement, institutionalized party systems.

These findings reframe one of the central puzzles of the Latin American party

system literature. Rather than asking why party-centered rules have failed to

produce institutionalized parties, the descriptive evidence points toward a more

nuanced conclusion: party system institutionalization depends not on the absence

of intraparty competition, but on how competition is organized and constrained

by electoral institutions.
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