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Abstract

Institutional theories of party cohesion may be divided into “nomination theories” and “structure of the executive theories”. The former
seek explanations of cohesion in the way nominations are conducted,
predicting that de-centralized and inclusive nominations will reduce
party cohesion. The latter attempt to explain cohesion by reference
to the structure of the executive, and predict that parliamentary
government will increase cohesion.
Party cohesion in the Icelandic Althingi has, hitherto, not been
extensively studied. In this article, large amounts of data are explored
to test hypotheses derived from the two theoretical approaches. The
analysis is based on roll-call data dating back to 1961 and electronic
voting records from 1991 onwards. The main conclusion is that party
cohesion is at a high level in Iceland, despite decentralized and inclusive
nominations, and hypotheses derived from nomination theories
therefore find no support in our data. Hypotheses derived from
“structure of the executive theories” fare much better and the main
reason for high party cohesion in Iceland seems to be parliamentary
government. Various features of our data, however, encourage us not
to ignore other contextual features affecting party cohesion, which
neither of the two institutional theories can account for satisfactorily.
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Parties dominate legislatures to such an extent that it has almost ceased to cause
wonder. The emergence of disciplined parliamentary groups in nineteenth-century
England, according to Cox (1987), went hand in hand with a more party-oriented
electorate which gave the cabinet a key position when dealing with parliament. Other
studies (e.g. Kam 2009) find a corresponding effect in the way partisan de-alignment
among voters in recent decades has increasingly tempted parliamentarians to act independently of their party groups. But the surprising thing, despite decades of electoral
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de-alignment (cf. Crewe & Särlvik 1983), is the degree to which members of parliament
still tend to conform to the joint decisions and discipline of the respective party groups.
Why a less partisan electorate has not led to greater loss of party cohesion in
parliament may have different explanations. For one thing it seems possible that the
measurements traditionally used for party cohesion are not sensitive enough to capture
the trends, the most common one being the Rice index. An alternative possibility,
suggested by Kam (2009), is that the use of additional instruments to enforce cohesion
may offset the pressures caused by de-alignment to some extent.
Party cohesion is defined as “the extent to which, in a given situation, group
members can be observed to work together” (Ozbudun 1970, 305). The definition is
neutral with regard to why groups work together and avoid splits, e.g. if cohesion is
maintained because of genuine agreement on policies or the use of party discipline. In
actual research situation a behavioural definition is preferable to a definition based on
values or motives, which may be difficult to establish. A variety of indicators may be
used to reflect party cohesion (Bowler, Farrell & Katz (eds.) 1999; Hazan (ed.) 2006).
It may, for example, be studied though qualitative methods, including analyses of the
contents of bills, resolutions or speeches. Similarly, conclusions may be drawn from
data such as the number of private members’ bills, government defeats, roll-call votes
and party switching. It is also possible to use interviews and questionnaires, e.g. among
parliamentarians.
Studies of party cohesion are usually confined to parliamentary party groups,
although strictly speaking they need not be. In the present study we follow tradition
in this respect and operationalize party cohesion as the degree to which members – for
whatever reason – vote the same way. The main advantages of studying party cohesion
through parliamentary voting are partly the directness of measurement and partly the
availability of data in many countries, for different parties over longer periods of time.
To account for the importance of parties in parliamentary voting, attention must
be paid to both the individual motives and incentives which affect the behaviour of
parliamentarians and the institutional or organizational factors which influence them.
We start with a short consideration of the individual level and then move on to
institutional factors, which are the main subject of the present study.

1. Incentives for team playing
To bring about some minimum of consistency and cohesion among groups of
parliamentarians, above what spontaneous opinion making provides, incentives for
compliance must exist. Such incentives fall into two broad categories, i.e. access to
influence and career-related considerations.
For policy-concerned parliamentarians, as Bowler (2000) points out, belonging to a
party has procedural and policy advantages. Being part of a group of parliamentarians
is likely to give members access to greater policy influence than they could generally
obtain individually. This may result from log-rolling in the majority, party or
government control of the agenda, and access to committee places and ministerial
posts in parliamentary systems. Group membership, however, usually makes demands
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on the willingness to compromise. All but the most homogenous of parties must
depend on some degree of log-rolling among their parliamentarians which means that
members must in some cases support proposals which go against their convictions if
they wish to secure the long run benefits of belonging to the group. They need to solve
collective action problems through organizational means and enforce commitment
over a range of issues for an extended period of time whereby each member votes not
only according to his or her tastes but also to maintain the collective benefit (e.g. a
workable majority).
Career-related considerations play a role when the parties control values of personal
interest to individual members, not least of which is power over nominations (e.g.
Bowler, Farrell & Katz eds. 1999). Other career prospects may play a role as well.
Promotion comes in various forms in parliamentary systems but is usually controlled
by the party leadership. The positions which parliamentarians may aspire for include
valued committee places, committee chairs, “whips”, junior minister posts, cabinet
posts and various positions in the executive controlled by the parties. Finally, the
desire for security may affect the willingness of MPs to act in a cohesive manner.
Among the tools available to prime ministers in parliamentary systems for calling
government supporters to order is the threat of dissolving parliament and calling a
new election, which for MPs may create the risk of not being re-elected, in addition to
entailing potentially costly nomination and election campaigns. Given the insecurity
of a political career, moreover, the desire for patronage in a future post-parliamentary
existence may tempt MPs towards compliance rather than revolt, if the goodwill of the
leadership has anything to do with such benefits.

2. Control over legislatures
Creating cohesive groups out of different opinions in parliament requires organizations
or institutions with the means and motives to enforce cohesion. Party organization is
one such; the cabinet, in parliamentary systems, is another.
Control by party organization
Among the most frequently studied mechanisms used by parties to keep parliamentarians in check is party control over nominations, based on the assumption that members
seek re-relection (e.g. Bowler, Farrell & Katz eds. 1999). Nomination theories of party
cohesion predict that greater institutionalization of selection processes within the
parties will lead to greater cohesion in the parliamentary party groups.
According to Panebianco (1988, 18) institutionalization leads to organizational
stability, stable survival interests and stable organizational loyalties The institutionalization of party organizations takes the form of autonomy, on the one hand, and
“systemness”, on the other. Autonomy means that the party has clearly organized boundaries,
including a clear understanding of who belongs to it and where it leaves off. It can refer
to a range of factors which reduce the dependence of party organizations on their
environment, including party finance, membership structure and nominations. An
endogenously financed party, with a clear framework for membership rights and duties
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and a closed, non-inclusive system of nominations, may be considered relatively
autonomous compared to an organization where these characteristics do not apply. Such
an organization is also likely to demand organizational loyalty from its representatives.
Systemness, the other main ingredient of institutionalisation, implies “a great deal
of interdependency among the sub-groups assured by the centralized control of
organizational resources” (Panebianco 1988, 56). Centralization is an important
indicator of “systemness” in party structure. In the context of nominations, decentralization refers to the importance of local principals as opposed to more central
ones in winning support for re-selection. According to Bowler et al. (1999) “local
party organizations and caucuses can be quite disruptive” and “local nomination means
not only that legislators have a local base from which to oppose strong leaders but also
that they face local demands that may lead to dissent” (p. 8).
The relationship of institutionalization to party cohesion according to nomination
theory is displayed schematically in Table 1.
Table 1. Institutionalization, candidate selection and party cohesion according to
nomination theor
Institutionalization of
party organization
refers to:

Corresponding methods
of candidate selection:
Less inclusive methods

Less inclusive methods
increase cohesion

Centralised selection
methods

Centralization increases
cohesion

Autonomy
Systemness

Hypothesized effects on
cohesion:

Control by the executive
Parliamentary government is characterized by a relatively large degree of control over
the legislature by the executive. The most important instruments of control are the
party groups. Parliamentary government is likely to increase the role of parties in
parliamentary voting and encourage greater cohesion than presidential systems
(Ozbudun 1970; Owens 2006). We call this the structure of the executive theory. Parliamentary government is fundamentally party government, where access to collective
and selective goods goes through parties and often depends on belonging to the
parliamentary majority. Studying the impact of parliamentary government and party
organization on cohesion poses a problem, however, in that the two are likely to be
interrelated as well as related to party cohesion. “[P]arliament-dependent government”
as Sartori (1994, p. 193) puts it “implies party-supported government; a support that
in turn requires voting discipline along party lines”.
In a parliamentary system, a government which is unable to demonstrate sufficient
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support in parliament must fall. The level of tolerance for defections varies (Beyme
2000). In some cases the defeat of an important government bill may signal the end
for a government. But even when government bills scrape through, significant
defections on the government side are considered a serious weakness. Hence, leaders of
the government have a powerful incentive to secure cohesion in the government as a
whole and each of the government party groups where coalition governments prevail.
They therefore devote a lot of time and effort to convincing their followers, who also
sometimes acquire an opportunity to influence policy. The question is what expectations
we should have with regard to parties in the minority. Some of the features of
parliamentary government may promote cohesion in the minority parties because they
have strong incentives to project themselves as credible government alternatives,
evaluated according to their ability to present a cohesive front. But since the opposition
does not have to pass the same tests of support as the government, the pressure for
cohesion in the opposition is weaker.
In most parliamentary systems, rules of procedure in the legislature are biased in favour
of the government majority (Döring 1995). This may help efforts by government leaders to
maintain cohesion in their ranks and apply divide-and-rule tactics vis-à-vis the opposition.
A government with strong control of the parliamentary agenda can, to a certain extent,
determine which issues are put to a vote. While not too much appears to be known about
how governments use their control over the work of parliament, governments seem likely
to select issues which maximize cohesion within their own ranks while neutralizing the
opposition. The opposition parties, on the other hand, stand a better chance of promoting
issues which unite them where government control of the agenda is weaker.

3. Party cohesion in the Icelandic Althingi
So far, we have discussed the potential impact of two major factors on party cohesion in
parliamentary voting. One is the desire by party organizations to control representatives
(nomination theory) and the other the desire by the cabinet in parliamentary systems to
control them (structure of the executive theory). In the case of party organizations,
institutionalization through autonomy and systemness has been spotted as a potential
factor increasing cohesion. In the case of the cabinet, the need of the government to
demonstrate sufficient support in parliament, and its control over parliamentary procedure
or agenda, may have the same effect. In this section we apply this framework to the
Icelandic case, and develop testable hypotheses relevant to the preceding discussion.
Political parties in Iceland are formally mass membership organizations reporting
proportionally higher membership figures than are found in other mature democratic
states (Kristinsson 2010). The figures published by the parties amount to 42% of the
electorate, while self-reported membership in opinion polls yields a far lower figure
(27%) but still a very high one in a comparative perspective (cf. Whiteley 2011).
Research indicates that the main reason for these unique figures has more to do with
the way nominations are conducted than a high level of party activism.
All the Icelandic parties practice decentralized nominations where the composition
of party lists is essentially up to the constituency-level party organizations. Although
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the election law offers voters certain scope for ranking candidates on their ballot
papers, or deleting them, in parliamentary elections, this in practice never affects who
is actually elected, leaving effective choice to the parties. Since about 1970, the parties
have experimented in various ways with making the nomination process more inclusive
than before by using primary elections to the party lists (Kristjánsson 1994). In the
period 1971-1991, studied by Kristjánsson, three of the four major parties held highly
inclusive primaries: the conservative Independence Party, the Progressive Party (centre
– formerly a farmers’ party) and the Social Democrats. The party farthest to the left,
the People’s Alliance, used much less inclusive nomination methods. In recent years,
the Independence Party, and to a lesser extent the Social Democrats, have held on to
inclusive nominations, while they have become less inclusive in the Progressive Party.
In the Left Greens (who took over from the People’s Alliance as the party farthest to
the left in 1999) the nomination process remains less inclusive than in the other
parties, but trends towards greater inclusiveness may be observed in 2007 and 2009.
Conduct of the primaries varies not only between parties, but also within them. In
some cases, nominations are open to all self-proclaimed party supporters, but more
often in recent years they have been open to party members and those who have filed
an application for membership. Such requirements do not appear to deter voters and it
is, in fact, not uncommon for voters to be registered members in more than one party.
Since membership makes no demands as to financial or other contributions to the
party, those who have once registered tend to remain registered. Thus, large membership
figures in the Icelandic parties actually reflect a reality of weak party organizations,
where the activists have been “defanged” in a decentralized and highly inclusive
system of nominations (Kristinsson 2010).
Rahat and Hazan (2001, p. 301) order selectorates in party nominations from
greater inclusiveness (as in American style open primaries) stepwise towards greater
exclusiveness through selection by party members, selected party agency, non-selected
party agency or party leader. Democratizing the selection process through greater
inclusiveness, they maintain, may enable candidates to circumvent the party leadership
and appeal directly to party members and voters at large. This could lead to “a drastic
weakening of partisan discipline and cohesiveness, leading to a decline in the ability of
the parties to function as a stable basis for the political process and to operate
effectively in the parliamentary arena” (pp. 312-3).
According to Kristjánsson (2003) the primaries in Iceland have undermined control
by the parties of individual parliamentarians.
The gradual transformation of the Icelandic political system, from party rule
to personal politics, is … manifested at the parliamentary party group level.
The MPs have gained more freedom of action; they are agents without any
strong party organization to control them. Members of Parliament have
extended their freedom of action into new areas, including decisions about
whether to support or oppose the cabinet in the Althingi (p. 405).
In line with this argument we may present a hypothesis of low party cohesion in parliament.
H1. The primaries have the effect of producing smaller party cohesion in the
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Icelandic parliamentary party groups than in neighbouring states where nominations are less inclusive.
The other major aspect of institutionalization, systemness, is less fruitful in producing
testable hypotheses in the Icelandic context. All the parties have a long tradition of
decentralized nominations, which might lead us to expect a low level of cohesion, but
since we have no meaningful variations in this variable it is not suitable for testing in
the present context. Predicting the level of cohesion in a comparative perspective,
however, we should expect it to be relatively low compared to countries with more
centralized nomination procedures.
Given the varying degrees to which the parties have adopted inclusive nomination
procedures we should expect corresponding variations in their degree of cohesion.
H2. Parties with more inclusive nomination procedures should be characterized
by smaller cohesion at the parliamentary party group level than parties with
less inclusive ones.
Furthermore, since the primaries started around 1970 and became established during
the 1970s, we should expect a clear break during the 1970s with the previous level of
cohesion in the parties adopting them.
H3. A sharp decline should be evident in cohesion in the parties adopting
primaries during the 1970s, resulting in a lower level of party cohesion than
before.
Iceland is a parliamentary democracy where majority coalitions are the norm and
minority governments serve only on a provisional basis. Parliamentary government
and the prevalence of majority coalitions should contribute to a high degree of party
cohesion.
H4. Parliamentary government and majority coalitions should lead to a high
degree of party cohesion in Iceland. Cohesion in the parties, moreover, should
be greater in government than in opposition.
H4 is party antithetical to H1, above, in that whereas H1 predicts smaller party
cohesion than in neighbouring states, H4 predicts party cohesion at a similar level to
neighbouring states with a similar form of government.
The Icelandic parliament, the Althingi, has worked in a single chamber since
1991 and is, according to Arter (2000), a relatively influential parliament where
members enjoy liberal rights. There are virtually no restrictions on the right of individual members to propose legislative bills or other resolutions. During the early
twentieth century, private members’ bills stood a fair chance of becoming legislation,
although – as Magnússon (2011, 366-8) points out – they were often prepared in cooperation with the government. Time limits on speeches are not strict, even if they
have been tightened somewhat and filibustering tactics, or the threat of using them,
are sometimes employed by the opposition to force the government to negotiate.
According to Döring (1995), government control of the agenda in Iceland is similar
to that in Denmark, Finland and Sweden. It is smaller than in the majority of western
European states, but greater than in Italy and the Netherlands (p. 225). Important
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aspects of agenda control in the Althingi, nonetheless, remain firmly in government
hands, and its position may be even stronger than suggested by Döring. All bills, as a
rule, are referred to standing committees, chaired by members of the parliamentary
majority, often (but not always) from the same party as the relevant minister. The
standard method of killing bills is not to deny them access to a committee but to bury
them in the committees, a method which, according to Mattson (1995), is also
frequently used in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg and Portugal (p. 465).
Table 2. Fate of legislative bills in the Althingi 1999‐
Type of bill
Government bills

Number of bills

% put to a vote
1,177

85.0%

66

90.9%

Private members’ bills:
Government MPs

190

12.6%

Private members’ bills:
Opposition MPs

555

1.1%

Committee bills

Source: Annual reports of the Althingi (Ársskýslur Alþingis), relevant years.

Thus, although the members of the Althingi enjoy liberal rights to propose new
legislation, only the government - sometimes working through the committees - has a
good chance of having them put to a vote. Sometimes ministers introduce bills for the
purpose of “airing” them late in the session, while not aiming at final passage until
later. But most government bills survive the committee stage. Private members’ bills,
however, have a slim chance of emerging out of the committees, and the chances of
opposition members’ bills are negligible. Moreover, what little chance there exists
(1.1%) is limited to non-controversial issues. Five of the six opposition bills that came
to a vote in 1999-2008 were passed without opposition in the chamber and none was
defeated.
It seems likely that if the government majority can prevent voting on controversial
minority bills, by killing them in committee rather than in plenum, this may favour
cohesion in the government parties and harm it in the opposition.
H5. Strong control by the government of the parliamentary agenda should
increase party cohesion in the government and reduce it in the opposition.

4. Measurement
A standard measure of party cohesion is the Rice index, first described by Stuart A.
Rice (1925) and subsequently adopted by many others (e.g. Ozbudun 1970; Rahat
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2007). According to Rice, full cohesion (100.0) is obtained when all members vote the
same way, while no cohesion (0.0) reflects a situation where they are divided into two
equally large groups, for and against a proposal. The points in between are determined
by the degree to which members depart from the full 50-50 split (i.e. 0.0 cohesion)
towards greater unity2. The Rice index can be calculated for a single voting procedure,
and a mean may also be calculated for a series of votes to indicate the overall level of
cohesion for a group (such as a parliamentary party) over a given period of time.
The Rice index may be interpreted as an indicator of the frequency with which
party members vote against each other. Among its attractive features is simplicity.
Abstentions, however, can pose a problem. Abstentions are simply treated as missing
values. Where abstentions are common they may cause problems of interpretation, e.g.
if only a minority of members actually takes part in the vote, let alone if they all
abstain (in which case an index cannot be calculated). To deal with abstentions, an
index of agreement may be calculated (e.g. Davidson-Schmich 2006) by adding the
minority position in the party to abstentions and subtracting these from the majority
votes3. As in the non-modified Rice index a fifty-fifty split between the majority and
the combined minority and abstentions will give 0.0 and full unity 100.0. Calculating
the index in this manner is sensitive to the kind of dissension manifested by the more
moderate step of abstaining rather than voting against the majority position. It is
theoretically possible that the minority votes and abstentions will outnumber the
majority (e.g. in the case of many abstentions), in which case the index will produce a
negative outcome, approaching -100.0 in severe cases. But according to this method,
abstentions are treated as an indication of disunity, even if the whole party were to
abstain. A more logical solution is that of Attinà (1990) who treats yes, no, and
abstentions as three different alternatives which members are faced with in elections,
each of which may be the majority (or plurality) position.4 In this case the 0.0 outcome
would reflect a situation where the plurality equals the combined share of both
minority positions while -33.3 would reflect a split into three equal camps (33.3%,
33.3% and 33.3%). The problem with Attinà’s solution is that negative outcomes
become possible. Hence Hix, Noury and Roland (2005, 215) suggest a formula which
projects Attinà’s solution on a scale from 0.0 – 100.05. In the following we shall be
using this measure for party cohesion unless otherwise noted. Correlation (r) between
this index and Attinà’s index is of course 1.00 while the two have a .54 correlation to
the unmodified Rice index in our data.6

5. Data
Voting in the Icelandic Althingi has not been extensively analysed before, although Jensen
(2000) calculates a cohesion index for final votes on legislative bills during one session in
1995-96. Our data includes all voting in the Althingi from October 1991 (when electronic
voting was introduced) until 2010. Raw voting data was obtained from the Althingi’s
office, based on electronic records and analysed with specially designed software.
A significant number of decisions in parliaments are made unanimously or near
unanimously (Loewenberg & Patterson 1979, pp. 225-6), e.g. where voting takes place
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for procedural reasons rather than to test the majority will. Some issues are also primarily technical and can be resolved without disagreement, while other may be the
result of compromise or consensus building. This may lead to flawed cohesion indexes,
e.g. where all members of all parties vote the same way, yielding cohesion scores of 100
for each party, while a plausible explanation for the result might be that parliament
was working in a non-party or unanimity mode.
There are several ways to by-pass this problem. One is to study only final voting on
bills. Although quite a number of bills are also passed unanimously, the problems of
interpreting procedural votes is avoided by confining the analysis to final voting on
bills. These are, in all cases, substantive political decisions. However, if we wish to
confine the analysis to bills where there is some minimum amount of disagreement, it
may in some cases make sense to study only “disagreement issues”, i.e. issues where
there is at least one vote which goes against the parliamentary majority.7
Yet another way around the problem of inflated cohesion scores due to non-party or
unanimity vote is to study only roll calls. Roll calls are special votes occasionally called
for to make the way each member votes a matter of public record. Many analyses of
party cohesion depend on roll-call votes which are more commonly available than the
full voting record. The question is, as Hug (2009) points out, if roll calls are really
representative of the voting which takes place. Saalfeld (1995) suggests that roll calls
enhance party unity by making the voting behaviour of members more public and
hence observable, e.g. to party whips.
The procedure for roll calls in Iceland is liberal in the sense that any member can
demand a roll call according to the Althingi’s standing orders and the speaker is
obliged to comply. No data exists showing the identity of those who have demanded
roll calls in Iceland, but the purpose of the move is usually to embarrass the opposite
side. The presence of disagreement may thus usually be assumed in roll calls in the
Icelandic parliament. The roll-call data is limited in two respects, however. On the one
hand there is no data for the period 1988-91 on account of what appears to be a failure
to include votes in the electronic records.8 On the other hand, meaningful roll-call
data is available only for the period 1961-91. Older records do not exist in electronic
format and after 1991 – when electronic voting was introduced – the roll-call procedure
lost most of its former significance since the way individual parliamentarians voted
became a matter of public record in any case. Roll calls have been much less frequent
since 1991, although they can still take place in accordance with the standing orders.
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Note: The three years 1988-91 are estimates calculated on the basis of figures given by Saalfield
(1995, 539). The number of roll calls in 1961-87 is slightly underestimated since texts with
typographic or similar errors could not be included.

Graph 1. Number of roll calls in the Althingi 1961‐2010
In 1961-91 the average number of roll calls per year was 38, compared to 11 since 1991.
For most years after 1991 the data is too limited to provide a stable basis for analysis and
hence cohesion scores are not calculated on the basis of roll-call data for this period.
Government control of the parliamentary agenda may affect measures of party
cohesion in Iceland because the government effectively controls which bills come to a
final vote in the Althingi. If the government can choose to vote only on bills where the
government parties are united and the opposition ones divided, this may give a distorted view of the actual amount of cohesion prevailing in the different camps. But
while the government effectively controls which bills survive the committee stage, it
has no such control over the amendments which are proposed. Hence, by looking at
the amendments separately, we may examine party cohesion that is relatively unaffected
by government control over the agenda. The total number of votes included in our
study of the period 1991-2010 is shown in Table 3.
Table 3. Voting in the Althingi 1991‐2010: Unity and disagreement on bills and
amendments (absolute numbers)

Unity issues

Disagreement
issues

Total

Final voting on bills

1,314

892

2,206

Amendments

8,432

10,130

18,562

Total

9,746

11,022

20,768
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The data covers just over 20,000 instances of voting in the Althingi involving each of
the parties which existed during the whole period. About half the votes fall into the
category of unity issues and the other half are disagreement issues. The majority are
votes on amendments, while 11% (2,206) are final votes on bills.

6. Results
6.1 Comparisons with other parliamentary democracies (H1)
According to H1, we should expect a relatively low level of cohesion in Icelandic
parliamentary parties on account of a personalised selection process. The right to
participate in nominations is confined to party members in most parliamentary
democracies, as Narud (2008) points out, and usually only a fraction of them participate.
Table 4. Inclusiveness and decentralization in Northern European parliamentary
selection processes
Centralization:

Inclusiveness:
Open primaries

Selection by party
members

Selection by
delegates

Decentralized
selection

Iceland

Finland, Denmark,
Germany

Norway, Sweden

More centralized
selection

Ireland, UK

Note: In addition to involving party members, Denmark, Finland and Ireland have preferential
systems which allow voters an active role in selecting individuals from the lists provided by the
parties. Based on Narud (2008); Gallagher, Laver and Mair (2006); Bille (2001). More centralized
selection means that candidates may require central party approval.

In general, the Nordic countries and Germany have a strong tradition of decentralized
selection procedures, while the degree of inclusiveness varies between countries. Iceland
has the most inclusive system, with a tradition of more or less open primaries in three
of the four major parties. A system of preferential voting, where most parties also
involve party members in the selection procedure for party lists, also makes the Danish
and Finnish systems relatively open. Norway and Sweden, on the other hand, confine
the selection procedures to party delegates, although Sweden has a procedure for
preferential voting which generally has a limited impact in elections (Nielsen 2007).
In Ireland and the UK, the central party leadership tends to have a greater role. The
Irish STV gives voters an important role in deciding which of the party candidates is
elected, but the effects of this are to some extent contained by small district magnitude.
Fully comparable data on party cohesion is hard to come by. For the Nordic countries,
however, it may be assumed that Jensen’s (2000) study is based on comparable data.9
Sieberer (2006) has collected additional data from secondary sources and for Ireland we
add data provided by Depauw and Martin (2009).
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Table 5. Party cohesion in Northern Europe
Country

Period

Number of
parties

Mean party
cohesion

Standard
deviation

Denmark
Finland
Germany
Iceland
Ireland
Norway
Sweden
UK

1990-96
1995-96
1980-90
1995-96
1992-96
1990-94
1994-95
1992-97

8
7
4
6
3
6
7
2

99.83
88.63
96.60
96.93
100.00
98.72
96.57
99.31

0.009
2.59
1.97
2.84
0.00
0.56
1.51
0.22

Sources: Jensen (2000); Sieberer (2006); Depauw and Martin (2009).

As Table 5 indicates, party cohesion is generally high in Northern Europe and the
degree of inclusiveness appears not to affect the distribution at all. The scores for party
cohesion are very high where centralization is greater (Ireland and UK) but the small
number of cases and small variations in cohesion do not warrant any generalization to
that effect. Sieberer (2006, 163), however, comes to the conclusion that “average party
unity is higher if the central party leadership plays a formally guaranteed role in
candidate selection”. Iceland, according to Table 5, is close to the mean for party cohesion in Northern Europe and, contrary to H1, in no way stands out for lower cohesion.
The data provided by Jensen (2000) on Iceland is limited in that it covers only
final voting on legislative bills during one parliamentary year. Looking at the whole
period 1991-2010, our results for Attinà’s agreement index are 96.38 and for the
cohesion index 97.29.10 The conclusion with regard to H1 is the same.
6.2 Comparisons between parties (H2)
In recent elections, almost one third of Icelandic voters claim to have voted in the party
primaries (Kristinsson 2010). Two of the Icelandic parties, the Independence Party and
Social Democrats, have used primaries two thirds of the time since 1991. Although the
formal rules often make party membership or an application for membership a
precondition for participation, this does not seem to deter voters from participating,
since duties associated with membership – such as membership fees – are practically
non-existent. In the election of 2009, 42-67% of Independence Party voters voted in
the primaries and 15-49% of Social Democratic Alliance voters11. The Progressive Party
uses a more varied menu for nominations and indications are that the inclusiveness of
its nomination process is more restricted than in the former two cases. Least inclusive is
the nomination process in the Left-Greens and formerly the People’s Alliance. They
usually prefer selection by delegates and although they have used selection by party
members (in the elections of 2007 and 2009) the process was confined to a much
smaller group of party members than in the other parties (Kristinsson 2010).
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According to H2, we should expect party cohesion to differ between the parties
according to the degree of inclusiveness. More inclusive nominations should lower
party cohesion.
Table 6. Mean cohesion in major parties 1991‐2010
Party
Independence Party
Left Greens*
Liberal Party
Progressive Party
Social Democratic Alliance**
Women’s Alliance

Period covered
1991-2010
1991-2010
1999-2009
1991-2010
1991-2010
1991-1998

Mean cohesion
98.95
95.53
98.08
97.88
98.92
95.80

Note: Final votes on bills.
*People’s Alliance 1991-1998
**Social Democratic Party 1991-1998

Table 6 lends no support for the hypothesized connection between party primaries and
party cohesion. On the whole the variation between the parties is small, even if they
have applied different nomination methods. Moreover, the parties with the most
inclusive nominations, i.e. the Independence Party and the Social Democrats, are also
the most cohesive ones, contrary to what we should expect according to H2.
Restricting the examination to final votes on bills may exaggerate the degree of
party cohesion by including consensus issues, where parties actually play a very limited
role. By eliminating consensus issues we may to a certain extent control for consensus
and analyse cohesion where there is some minimum amount of disagreement. This is
done in Table 7. Issues are here counted as consensus issues if no vote is cast against
the majority.
Table 7. Mean cohesion in major parties 1991‐2010. Disagreement issues only.
Party
Independence Party
Left Greens*
Liberal Party
Progressive Party
Social Democratic Alliance**
Women’s Alliance

Period covered
1991-2010
1991-2010
1999-2009
1991-2010
1991-2010
1991-1998

Mean cohesion
97.56
87.38
94.30
95.96
93.62
92.49

*People’s Alliance 1991-1998
**Social Democratic Party 1991-1998

Obviously the cohesion index is lower when consensus issues are excluded. It remains
relatively high for all parties, nonetheless, and Table 7 lends no more support to H2
than did Table 6. The party with the most inclusive primaries, i.e. the Independence
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Party, is still the one with the greatest degree of cohesion, while the smallest degree of
cohesion is found in the Left Greens.
6.3 Development over time (H3)
According to H3, we should expect party cohesion to decline in and after the 1970s in
those parties which adopted inclusive primaries around 1970.
The extant data covering this period consists of roll-call data only. The roll-call
tradition in Iceland reflects controversy and attempts to embarrass the other side
rather than party whips calling their troops to order. According to Table 8 below, rollcall cohesion is lower than both final voting on bills and disagreement voting in the
subsequent period. We have no means of testing the difference for the same period,
however, since roll calls after the introduction of electronic voting in 1991 have lost
much of their political significance and occur much more rarely than before. Roll calls
are the only data, however, which we have of the crucial period 1961-87 and we may
assume them to be internally consistent, and hence to provide indicators of trends,
even if they may not be fully representative of all votes.
Table 8. Mean cohesion index for major parties 1961‐1987 based on roll calls
Party

N (years)

Independence Party
People’s Alliance
Progressive Party
Soc.-Democr. Union
(Bandalag jafnaðarmanna)
Social Democratic Party
Union of Liberals and Leftists
Women’s Alliance

Mean

27
27
27

Std.
r (cohesDeviation ion and
time)
1961-87
87.84
8.97
-.57**
89.37
6.08
-.13
88.39
5.73
.18

3
27
8
5

95.95
88.81
86.13
92.69

3.79
9.17
9.55
4.92

.61
-.54**
-.72*
-.46

r (cohesion and
time)
1961-70
-.83**
-.68*
-.13
-.34
-

Note: Significance level: *p<0,05; **p<0,01.

Looking first at the period 1961-87, we see that party cohesion is reduced significantly
over time in three of the parties, i.e. the Independence Party, Union of Liberals and
Leftists (ULL) and the Social Democratic Party. The ULL was a splinter group from the
People’s Alliance aiming at the unification of Icelandic leftists, but was soon torn apart
by factional struggles, which is reflected in the data. The Independence Party and the
Social Democrats, on the other hand, are the parties which adopted the most inclusive
system of primaries and a superficial glance might seem to lend support to H3 concerning the effects of the primaries. The problem is that the last column indicates that
party cohesion was already declining, especially in the Independence Party, before the
primaries were adopted.
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There is no reason to suggest, of course, that open primaries must be the only
reason why cohesion might weaken in a parliamentary party group. Thus, the decline
of cohesion in the Independence Party during the 1960s might have occurred for some
other reason during the 1970s. The problem is, however, that the primaries help us
very little in making sense of the development of party cohesion in the Independence
Party, shown in graph 2.

Note: Graph 2 is based on roll calls in 1961-87 and all voting where disagreement occurred 19912010; data for 1988-90 are missing.

Graph 2. Cohesion in the Indepdendence Party 1961‐2010
The decline in party cohesion actually started well before the introduction of the
primaries, and lack of cohesion may thus be an important reason why the primaries
were introduced in the first place, rather than a consequence. A split in the party in
the years around 1980 affected party cohesion significantly and it is fair to say that a
decentralized and inclusive system of nominations did not make the task of the
leadership at the time any easier. Despite the primaries, however, cohesion increased
during the 1980s, and during the 1990s the party obtained a level of internal cohesion
second to no other party in Iceland. As in some of the other parties, however, the
economic crash in 2008 left its mark on the Independence Party.
6.4 Parliamentary government (H4)
According to H4, parliamentary government should lead to a high degree of party
cohesion in Iceland. We have already found that party cohesion – despite open
primaries – is high in Iceland, comparable to that prevailing in neighbouring North
European states. Research indicates lower cohesion in separated, or presidential, than
in parliamentary systems (Owens 2006; Hurley and Wilson 1989). Moreover, Carey
(2007) shows that in parliamentary systems, governing parties are more unified than
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opposition parties, while in presidential systems, governing parties “are less unified
overall than their counterparts under parliamentarism, win at lower rates, and when
they lose they do so more frequently due to internal disunity” (p. 105).
Table 9. Party cohesion in government and opposition: Final votes on bills and
disagreement issues 1991‐2010

Independence Party (N)
Left Greens* (N)
Progressive Party (N)
Social Democrats** (N)
Weighted average

Final votes
Disagreement
on bills
issues
Government Opposition Government Opposition
99.11
96.06
97.85
92.42
(18)
(1)
(18)
(1)
98.66
95.35
97.41
89.45
(1)
(18)
(1)
(18)
99.40
95.27
98.53
91.54
(12)
(7)
(12)
(7)
99.35
96.33
97.87
90.62
(7)
(12)
(7)
(12)
99.3
95.75
98.06
90.28

Note: Only parties which have been in government at least once in the period are covered.
*People’s Alliance 1991-1998
**Social Democratic Party 1991-1998

Table 9 indicates that party cohesion is greater among parliamentary party groups
when they are in government than when in opposition. This applies to all parties,
irrespective of whether final votes on all bills are considered or only bills where
disagreement was present. The difference is particularly marked, however, with regard
to disagreement issues, which is probably a more accurate indicator of cohesion. In the
case of disagreement issues, the weighted average cohesion of government parties is
98%, while for opposition parties it is 90%. This result supports H4.
6.5. Agenda control (H5)
According to H5, control by governments of the parliamentary agenda should
favour cohesion in the governing parties but have a harmful effect on cohesion in the
opposition parties. We attempt to test this hypothesis by comparing final votes on
bills to votes on amendments to bills. As mentioned above, the governing majority is
firmly in control of determining which bills come to a vote in the Althingi, whereas
any member can propose amendments to bills.

244

STJÓRNMÁL
&
STJÓRNSÝSLA

Fræðigreinar

Table 10. Party cohesion in government and opposition: Final votes and amend‐
ments (disagreement issues only) 1991‐2010
Government
Opposition
Final votes Amendments Final votes Amendments
Independence party (N)
97.85
97.74
92.42
95.59
(18)
(18)
(1)
(1)
Left Greens* (N)
97.41
98.64
89.54
93.94
(1)
(1)
(18)
(18)
Progressive Party (N)
98.53
98.72
91.54
91.30
(12)
(12)
(7)
(7)
Social Democrats** (N)
97.87
98.38
90.62
94.29
(7)
(7)
(12)
(12)
Weighted average
98.06
98.19
90.33
93.34
Note: Only parties which have been in government at least once in the period are covered.
*People’s Alliance 1991-98
**Social Democratic Party 1991-98

The effects of agenda control, as shown in Table 10, are not strong. Cohesion in government parties is about the same in votes on amendments as in final votes on bills.
Cohesion in opposition parties, on the other hand, is slightly higher when they vote on
amendments than in final votes on bills. This means that opposition parties on the
whole do better at maintaining cohesion when they are free to make proposals than
when they are confronted with government bills. Amendments are proposed both by
government and opposition, and we have no means of controlling for how this affects
voting by the opposition, but it seems likely that opposition parties are more united
on their own proposed amendments than on government ones. Nonetheless, Table 10
lends only weak support for the hypothesized relationship between agenda control and
party cohesion.

7. Discussion
Two institutional theories claim to account for party cohesion: on the one hand, a
theory claiming that the system of nominations in place determines the degree of
party cohesion and on the other, a theory which maintains that the structure of the
executive is a decisive influence. In this article we have studied extensive data on party
cohesion in Iceland, dating back to 1961, which has not been explored before. The
data allows us to draw fairly clear conclusions with regard to the two institutional
theories.
Nomination theory maintains that decentralized and inclusive nominations reduce
party cohesion. According to this, Iceland, having used decentralized nominations
from the beginning of the period under study and inclusive ones since the beginning
of the 1970s, should be expected to display low party cohesion. Our tests, however,
indicate that the level of party cohesion is much higher, in international comparison,
than is compatible with the theory. It is at a level similar to that in the other Nordic
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countries, which use a much less inclusive system of nominations, and not markedly
lower than in the British Isles, where nominations are more centralized. Moreover,
nomination theory fails to predict correctly the pattern of party cohesion between
parties and is unhelpful in accounting for its development over time.
Our ability to test theories based on the structure of the executive is limited by the
fact that Iceland has had parliamentary government since 1904. However, the level of
party cohesion is more similar to that found in parliamentary systems than the level in
presidential systems. Moreover, we found clear evidence of the causal mechanism of
greater pressure on governmental parties than opposition ones – although cohesion in
the opposition parties is also relatively high. As pointed out, however, the wish to be
seen to have government capacity also affects the opposition in parliamentary systems.
Weak evidence was found of the effects of government agenda control on party
cohesion.
Looking at the development of party cohesion over the whole period from 19612010, it seems clear that at each point in time there are more factors at work than the
simple facts of parliamentary government, access to government and agenda control.
These include such factors as the strength of party leaders and strife between individual
leaders and factions. Calculating the mean party cohesion for the four major parties in
1961-2010 we obtain the pattern in Graph 3.

Note: Including Independence Party, Left Greens/People‘s Alliance, Progressive Party and Social
Democrats. Based on roll-calls 1961-88 and final votes with disagreement in 1991-2010. Data for
1988-91 are missing.

Graph 3. Mean party cohesion in major parties 1961‐2010
Many of the twists and turns seem to have roots which are explicable in terms of
individual contexts. The graph reflects growing resistance against party discipline in the
1960s which culminated in shake-up in the party system in the late 1970s and 1980s
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(although data for 1988-91 is missing). This included major swings in elections from
1978, party splits (in the Independence Party and Social Democrats) and the emergence of
three additional parties during the 1980s (the Women’s Alliance, Social Democratic
Union and Citizens’ Party). During the 1990s, however, the party leaders seem to have
regained control in the parties, although we have to bear in mind that the data from 1991
is, strictly speaking, not fully comparable to that used for the earlier period. A factor
which contributed to this development is very likely the increasing role played by the
party leaders since the late 1980s or early 1990s in selecting individuals to serve as
ministers and in other positions of influence in the parties (Kristinsson 2009). The ability
to reward and punish has brought greater cohesion to the parliamentary groups in recent
decades. Graph 3, however, also shows how party cohesion can be affected by individual
events, such as the economic crash in Iceland in 2008, followed by the “pots and pans
revolution”. The legitimacy of party organizations and party discipline, which had been in
focus since the 1960s, received a severe blow, as has become apparent, for example, in a
drastic decline in public confidence in politicians (Capacent Iceland, 2011).
The challenge is to explain why party cohesion came under pressure during the
1960s, recovered during the 1990s and declined again after the crash in 2008. This
subject can only be touched upon very briefly, and the following comments may be
regarded as suggestions for future research rather than conclusions of the present study.
The Icelandic parties were originally organized as clientelist organizations, distributing
values through patronage networks (Kristinsson 1996; Indridason 2005). Access to
patronage gave the party leadership considerable leverage in dealing with parliament.
The embryo of a patronage theory of party cohesion was suggested by David Hume
(1758) when defending the crown usage of patronage to control parliament: “[W]e
may call it by the invidious appellations of corruption and dependence; but some degree
and some kind of it are inseparable from the very nature of the constitution, and
necessary to the preservation of our mixed government.” Without the judicious use of
patronage, he maintained, the government would not be able to maintain the control
over parliament that was necessary to provide leadership.
Clientelism in Iceland, in a similar manner, strengthened the party leaders when
dealing with their parliamentary party groups. Hence, the decline of clientelism,
starting in the 1960s (Kristinsson 2001), posed a problem of leadership in the parties.
This may have been aggravated by the primaries to some extent, but the introduction
of the primaries does not account for the overall pattern and development of party
cohesion. During the 1990s, the party leaders mastered the use of patronage in a much
narrower sense of the word, confining it to a greater extent than before to promotions
in the parliamentary groups and strategically important positions in the public sector
(Kristinsson, forthcoming). This appears to have increased cohesion in the parliamentary
groups until the crash in 2008. A drop in cohesion after the crash seems to reflect
increasing distrust in politicians and a suspicion that during the economic expansion,
critical voices were hushed and public discourse dominated by a small political elite
(Rannsóknanefnd Alþingis, 2010, vol. 8).
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The author has benefited from useful comment by two reviewers and discussions in the departmental seminar
in political science at the University of Iceland. Above all, however, Sigrún H. Jónsdóttir, who was research
assistant in this project, made an invaluable contribution.
The formula can thus be put: Cohesion = % majority votes – % minority votes
I.e.: Cohesion = % majority votes – (% minority votes + % abstentions)
In this case we calculate:

(formulation according to Hix 2005) where (in a vote i) Y is the number of yes votes, N the number of no
votes and A the number of abstentions. (i.e. present but do not vote).
Using the following formula for AI (agreement index): AIi
where (in a vote i) Y is the number of yes votes, N the
number of no votes and A the number of abstentions. (i.e.
present but do not vote).
The correlations are based on means for each party with more than three members per year in the period
1991-2010 in final voting on bills (N = 83).
The basic idea here is influenced by the notion of party vote, introduced by Lowell (1902) in his analysis of
British and American parties which refers to voting where a large proportion (e.g. majority, or in Lowell’s
version over 90%) of one party votes against a large proportion of the other. The frequency of party votes may
be taken to indicate the importance of party in parliament which takes note of the fact that some issues pass
without any controversy at all. Unfortunately the notion of party vote assumes a two-party context, which is
realistic in only a minority of party systems.
According to Saalfeld (1995, 539) the average number of roll-calls in the Althingi per year in 1986-91 was 51.
The formula used by Jensen is actually a modified version of the Rice index formula which empirically – at
least in the Icelandic case – gives almost identical results to Attinà agreement index.
Parties with three members or less were excluded in these calculations on account of unstable results.
Based on information from party headquarters.
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