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Digging in the ‘Secret Garden of  
Politics’: The Institutionalisation and  
De- institutionalisation of Membership 
Ballots in the Selection of Finnish 
Parliamentary Candidates

David Arter*

This article is the first expressly to focus on membership ballots as an instrument in the selec-
tion of parliamentary candidates in Finland, a polity in which the nomination process is inclu-
sive and decentralised. A Finnish case study is of comparative interest for three main reasons: 
(i) Finland is one of the few European countries in which candidate selection is regulated by 
the state; (ii) challenging much of the literature, the combination of democratised selection 
procedures and an intraparty preference voting system has not incentivised individualistic par-
liamentary behaviour and reduced legislative party unity; (iii) contrary to the trend towards the 
democratisation of nominations elsewhere, membership ballots, from being routinised and 
internalised in the four larger historic parties, have become the exception rather than the rule 
in Finland today. Accordingly, this paper assesses the changing trajectory of membership bal-
lots and asks what does their de- institutionalisation indicate about the [changing] dynamics of 
intraparty participatory democracy?

“Negotiating the selection stage is much more difficult than the election itself”
–  Inkeri Kerola MP [chair of the Centre’s Pohjois- Pohjanmaa party district]1

Introduction
This article is the first expressly to focus on membership ballots as an in-
strument in the selection of parliamentary candidates in Finland, a polity 
in which the nomination process is inclusive and decentralised (Bille 2001; 
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Katz 2001; Hazan & Rahat 2006; Shomer 2014). A Finnish case study is of 
wider comparative interest for at least three reasons. First, Finland is one 
of the few European countries –  Germany is another, as was Norway until 
2002 –  in which for nearly half a century candidate selection has been regu-
lated by the state (Rahat 2007; Chiru et al. 2021). According to Finnish law, 
a membership ballot is mandatory when there is a surplus of prospective 
candidates over the number of list places to be filled in a district (constitu-
ency). This is a distinctive provision. While the 1967 German Party Law sets 
out binding rules on the nomination of parliamentary candidates, it does not 
stipulate a requirement for membership ballots; rather, regional delegate 
conferences have been the ‘undisputed locus’ (Detterbeck 2013; Detterbeck 
2016, 9) for the selection of party lists. In Norway the 1920 Nominations 
Act did permit the delegate conventions charged with candidate selection 
to subject their rank- ordered lists to a membership ballot, but not a single 
instance of this has ever been recorded (Valen et al. 2002, 175).

Second, the routine use of membership ballots, when taken together with 
the distinctive Finnish open- list PR electoral system, has meant there is 
structured intraparty competition at both the selection and election stages. 
When, as in Finland, both the electoral connection (Carey & Shugart 1995) 
and the ‘selectoral connection’ (Preece 2014) incentivise personal- vote- 
seeking, it might be expected that there would be evidence of individualistic 
legislative behaviour and reduced levels of party unity. True, the exten-
sive literature on the impact of selection methods (Preece 2014; Rombi & 
Seddone 2017; Close et al. 2018; Fernandes et al. 2019; Chiru et al. 2021) 
and election methods (Sieberer 2006; Carey 2007; Carroll & Nalepa 2020) 
on legislative behaviour has produced mixed results. But contrary to an 
influential body of research (Shomer 2017), the combination of democra-
tised candidate selection procedures and a ‘personalised electoral system’ 
(Renwick & Pilet 2016) has not led in Finland to reduced levels of legisla-
tive party unity (Pajala 2010).

Third, unlike the apparent trend towards a democratisation of the selec-
tion process elsewhere (Bille 2001; Hopkin 2001; Sandri et al. 2015), Finland 
appears to have moved in the opposite direction. From being institution-
alised across the larger parties, membership ballots are today the exception 
rather than the rule. Given their diminished frequency this article addresses 
two central questions: (i) what have been the causes and consequences of 
the decline in the use of membership ballots in candidate nominations; (ii) 
what does their de- institutionalisation as an instrument in the candidate 
selection process indicate about the dynamics of intraparty participatory 
democracy?

The article is unusual in so far as it is not based on a unique data set 
enabling the rigorous testing of hypotheses. Rather, it has involved ‘digging’ 
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in the ‘secret garden of politics’ (Gallagher & Marsh 1988) and unearthing 
evidence of the incidence of membership ballots and the changing nature 
of the selection process from a wide variety of sources, inter alia archive 
material, parliamentary records, press reports and information provided by 
candidates, parliamentarians and party officials. What this mixed- method 
‘excavation’ technique lacks in ‘science’ it makes up for in ‘politics’ and an 
insight into a strangely neglected instrument in the candidate selection 
process (cf. Sipinen & Koskimaa 2020). Incidentally, ‘membership ballot’ 
translates directly from the Finnish (jäsenäänestys) and is preferred to the 
alternative ‘closed primary’ (Kenig et al. 2015). Also, the terms electoral dis-
trict and constituency (vaalipiiri) are used interchangeably in this article.

Membership ballots may be said to be institutionalised when they 
become a routinised and internalised instrument in the candidate selection 
process. Routinisation and internalisation (Harmel et al. 2018) represent 
separate (albeit in practice overlapping) dimensions of institutionalisation. 
Routinisation refers to the regular and systematic use of membership bal-
lots; internalisation denotes a party culture (Katz & Bardi 1980; Barrling 
2013; Gauja & Cross 2015) conducive to their deployment –  they are per-
ceived as a legitimate and not simply a legally required means of candidate 
selection. The salient question here might run: would party X organise a 
membership ballot if the law did not require it?

The membership ballot as an instrument in the candidate selection pro-
cess becomes de- institutionalised when it no longer forms a regularised part 
of the candidate nomination procedure. There will be a process of ‘insti-
tutional decay’ (Harmel et al. 2018, 111) reflected inter alia in the ad hoc 
rather than systematic staging of membership ballots, which will no longer 
be regarded with the same degree of legitimacy as earlier. The salient ques-
tion here might be: Does party X view membership ballots as a last resort 
rather than first option?

The article proceeds as follows. The opening section presents a brief 
overview of the relevant literature on the democratisation of candidate 
selection and this is followed by a short contextualising section setting out 
the framework of candidate nomination in Finland. The institutionalisation 
process of membership ballots is then traced and reasons for their formali-
sation in law considered. The middle part of the article conceptualises mem-
bership ballots as (i) a candidate utility; (ii) a district party utility and (iii) 
a party member utility. The discussion then turns to the evidence, causes 
and consequences of a de- institutionalisation of membership ballots and 
the implications for intraparty participatory democracy. The concluding 
discussion pulls the threads together and offers a response to the question 
of whether the democratisation of candidate selection in Finland has been 
truly democratic.
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Towards the Democratisation of Candidate 
Selection?
Candidate selection procedures range from more or less exclusive to more 
or less inclusive and from more or less centralised to more or less decen-
tralised (Hazan & Rahat 2006; Shomer 2014). The working presumption has 
broadly been that the less exclusive and the less centralised the selection 
body, the more democratic the candidate nomination process (Katz 2001; 
Rahat & Hazan 2001). The degree of inclusiveness appears the paramount 
variable (Hazan & Rahat 2006, 382). As Pennings and Hazan (2001, 268) 
have noted: ‘The democratisation of candidate selection means that the con-
trolling role of an exclusive selectorate [body of selectors] diminishes so 
that more people –  that is, a more inclusive selectorate –  has a direct say in 
who is being selected and, hence, how they are represented.’ Comparing the 
party rules in 57 West European parties around 1960 with those of 71 parties 
around 1990, and based on the assumption that the greater the role of the in-
dividual party member the more democratically parties conduct their inter-
nal affairs, Bille (2001, 365– 69) found that while the changes adopted have 
been relatively few, those that have been made point in the direction of a 
democratisation of the candidate selection process rather than the opposite.

Membership ballots, then, represent one form of the democratisation of 
candidate selection, involving widening the base of participation in the nom-
ination process to include party members. Membership ballots represent 
‘organised competition among aspiring candidates within the same party 
that culminates in the democratic vote of all party members’ (Serra 2011, 
22). Members are given the opportunity to choose a preferred slate of can-
didates and the instigation of membership ballots has been used as an indi-
cator of democratisation in the selection process. Thus, the introduction of 
postal ballots in four Danish parties prompted Bille (2001, 378) to respond 
in the affirmative to the question of whether a democratisation of the candi-
date selection process had taken place. A greater role for the party member 
through the provision of membership ballots cannot of course be equated 
with increased influence for members in the candidate selection process. 
Indeed, going beyond the letter of formal party statutes, Kelbel (2020) 
focuses on the importance of informality in candidate nominations and 
notes that ‘although a general trend towards more open candidate selection 
procedures is often acknowledged in the literature, informality may largely 
operate against these democratisation patterns’ (Kelbel 2020, 52).

Accordingly, the ‘real story’ (Bille 2001) may be that the democratisa-
tion of candidate selection is unlikely to be truly democratic (Pennings & 
Hazan 2001, 272) and that informality may be needed to mediate between 
two potentially conflicting democratic dimensions –  participation and 
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representation. Put another way, high inclusiveness –  candidate selection 
by membership ballot –  may result in low representativeness –  a candidate 
slate that lacks balance in socio- demographic terms. Rahat et al. (2008, 674) 
note that ‘the creation of a relatively balanced list … may require placing 
limits on the extent and impact of intraparty participatory democracy’, while 
Rahat (2007, 166) observes a ‘tension between the fullest participation and 
the most comprehensive representation, because maximising the former 
may impinge on the latter’.

Rahat’s reference to the ‘fullest participation’ of members, however, 
draws attention to an important distinction between the representativeness 
of the outcome of the membership ballot and the representativeness of the 
membership producing it. Far from the ‘fullest participation’ Key (1956) was 
highly sceptical of the representativeness of membership ballots, claiming 
that ‘those who vote in the primaries do not make up miniatures of the 
party membership’ and are not representative of the party. By extension 
Key draws attention to the ramifications for candidate selection of the 
relative scale of active vis- à- vis passive membership –  that is, those voting 
in the membership ballot and those not doing so. A reasonable inference 
might be that the lower the participation rate [turnout] the less represen-
tative the membership ballot is of the membership as a whole. How repre-
sentative membership ballot voters are of party supporters at large is more 
difficult to assess although in terms of descriptive representation, the socio- 
demographic characteristics of [active] members could be compared with 
rank- and- file party voters. Sides et al. (2020) for example found that US 
primary voters have similar demographic attributes and policy attitudes to 
rank- and- file party voters.

Contextualising Candidate selection in Finland
Finland is divided into 12 mainland electoral districts with an allocation of 
seats (district magnitude) ranging from 7 in Lapland to 36 in Uusimaa in 
the hinterland of the capital Helsinki (see Figure 1). Each of the electoral 
districts comprises one or more party districts (puoluepiirit), which bear ul-
timate responsibility for the candidate selection process. Candidate nom-
ination in short is decentralised. Within a party district the party will be 
organised into local branch parties (puolueosastot) and these into municipal 
party associations (kunnallisyhdistykset), the latter serving as electoral um-
brellas for the local branches. In the Social Democrats (SDP), for example, 
a municipal party association will be formed when there are at least three 
local branches in a municipality. As a rule of thumb, the local branch par-
ties will propose candidates who, as likely as not, will be local party office- 
holders, municipal councillors and/or the local MP (a cumul des mandats is 
routine in Finland).
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Figure 1. Map of Finnish Constituencies in 2019. [Colour figure can be viewed at 
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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The local branch party executive, 15 ordinary members of a local branch 
or 30 members from different local branches may make a written request for 
a district party membership ballot if there are more prospective candidates 
than list places. The party district is then obliged by legislation, enacted in 
1975 and reaffirmed in 1998, to stage a membership ballot. Members cast 
a single or multiple votes (in- person, postal or digital) over a prescribed 
period and the law requires that at least half the places on a party list are 
to be filled by the best- supported candidates in the membership ballot. 
However, the district party has to right to nominate up to one- quarter of 
names ‘out of order’ (muutosoikeus) –  the ‘alteration provision’ –  albeit with 
the permission of the central party.

The relative importance of the candidate selection process for electoral 
outcomes will of course differ in relation to a range of contextual variables 
(Lundell 2004; Cross 2008), not least the impact of the electoral rules. In 
single- member plurality systems with a dominant constituency party (tra-
ditional ‘safe seats’) selection may be tantamount to election; this may 
also be broadly true in party strongholds in closed- list PR systems, where 
candidates are pre- ranked at the selection stage in a way that effectively 
determines their election prospects (Karlsen & Skogerbö 2015). However, 
in open- list PR, as in Finland where voters cast a single mandatory candi-
date ballot, sitting parliamentarians face a potential double challenge –  the 
spectre of ‘democratic’ de- selection in the membership ballot (cf. Indriđason 
& Kristinsson 2015) and an intraparty incumbency defeat at the hands of 
voters at the election stage (Passarelli 2020). Finnish MPs in short compete 
with co- partisans at both the selection and election stages.

Towards the Institutionalisation of Membership ballots

Selection system change, and the democratisation of candidate nominations 
in Finland occurred incrementally, the expansion of the membership ballot 
coinciding with the ‘golden era’ of mass party membership around the mid-
dle of the last century. The development of the procedure may also have 
reflected diffusion from SDP practice. Indeed, until the late 1960s the SDP 
was the only Finnish party to stage regular membership ballots to nomi-
nate candidates (Törnudd 1968, 82, 85). The SDP’s practice of staging them 
dated back to the 1906 electoral and parliamentary reforms which intro-
duced mass democracy in Finland (then still a Grand Duchy of the Czarist 
Russian empire), enfranchising all men and women over 24 years, who were 
also eligible to run as candidates for election to the 200- seat unicameral 
Eduskunta.

These early SDP membership ballots were consonant with the organisa-
tional culture of an ‘externally created’ (Duverger 1967), bottom- up party 
and they gave the candidate nomination process a measure of democratic 
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legitimacy (the selection of local candidates). Crucially, however, the party 
maintained a measure of control through the recruitment of a so- called 
‘general candidate’ (yleisehdokas), who was usually a politician enjoying 
wider name- recognition. The candidate was ‘general’ because electoral 
associations (valitsijayhdistykset) –  in practice the political parties –  were 
permitted to run several lists as an electoral alliance within a district and 
the ‘general candidate’ would appear on all of them (Tarkiainen 1971; Arter 
2019). Typically, in preparation for the 1907 general election, an SDP mem-
bership ballot in the town of Sortavala in the East Viipuri constituency saw 
the ‘general candidate’ O.V. Kuusinen, a national party figure from outside 
the constituency, comfortably and predictably outperform the local candi-
dates (Soikkanen 1970, 208).2

The institutionalisation of membership ballots outside the SDP pro-
gressed broadly in tandem with (i) electoral system change and the shift to 
the present open- list single mandatory candidate vote in 1959, as this incen-
tivised personal vote- seeking and heightened intraparty competition for list 
access and (ii) the heyday of the mass membership party when the organi-
sational density of the parties –  measured by the member- voter ratio –  was 
at its peak and the number of prospective candidates routinely exceeded 
the available list places. For example, when the party membership figures 
for 1959 are compared with the national poll for the parliamentary parties 
at the general election the previous year, Table 1 reveals that in the order of 
one- third of voters were party members and in the Agrarian Party (ML) it 
was over half.

In fact, in the ML (which in 1965 changed its name to Centre Party –  
KESK) the ad hoc staging of membership ballots long antedated the 1975 
legislation formalising their use. They were held as part of the candidate 
selection process in the ML stronghold constituencies of Oulu South in 1919 
and 1924, Oulu North in 1922 and two other party districts in 1927 (Mylly 
1989, 178– 79). However, unlike SDP practice, discussion of their more wide-
spread use did not bear fruit. Membership ballots were, however, revived 
on an experimental basis in choosing KESK candidates for the 1970 general 

Table 1. The Organisational Density of the Finnish Political Parties, 1958/1959

Party Member- voter ratio %

Finnish People’s Democratic League (SKDL) 30
Social Democrats (SDP) 21
Agrarian Party (ML) 54
Finnish Peoples Party (Liberals) 16
National Coalition (KOK) 26
Swedish People’s Party (RKP) 40

Source: Tuttu Tarkiainen (1971) Eduskunnan valitseminen 1907– 1963, 242.
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election and written into the KESK’s rules in 1972. Four years later it was 
specified that at least half the list should comprise those candidates poll-
ing the highest votes in the ballot (Isohookana- Asunmaa 2006, 199– 200). 
By 1975, membership ballots were held in preparation for the forthcom-
ing general election in all the KESK’s party districts except Pohjois- Karjala 
(Isohookana- Asunmaa 2006, 421– 22).

By the late 1970s, the membership ballot had become an established 
instrument in the candidate selection process. In contrast to the mass- 
class parties SDP and KESK –  founded in 1899 and 1906 respectively –  the 
National Coalition KOK emerged in 1919 as a coalition of those [losing] lib-
eral and conservative elements which had supported a constitutional mon-
archy for the newly independent Finnish republic. It was par excellence an 
‘internally created party’ (Duverger 1967) –  a cadre party –  top- down in its 
culture and one which only later sought to build an organisational base in 
the country. None the less, between 16 and 19 May 1978 membership ballots 
in preparation for the 1979 general election were held in five of the sixteen 
KOK party districts (31.3 per cent) using a postal ballot. The turnout aver-
aged 45.8 per cent (Salokorpi 1981, 46).

The Formalisation of Membership Ballots

An increased supply of prospective candidates (in a mass membership era) 
and the concomitant increase in the need to compete with co- partisans 
for ballot access would point to the utility of the membership ballot as a 
demand- management tool. But why in 1975 should the political parties have 
shifted from the growing voluntary use of membership ballots to a formal 
legal requirement to hold them? This article suggests three main reasons. 
(i) Opposition, particularly in opposition party ranks, to legislation in 1969 
vesting political parties with monopolistic control over the candidate selec-
tion process. (ii) A broad swathe of anti- party, anti- elite sentiment objecting 
to the political establishment’s management of a sotto voce spoils system 
and the party politicisation of public appointments. (iii) Factionalism in the 
larger parties permitting membership ballots to be deployed on a ‘divide 
and rule’ basis.

On the first point, a Party Law (puoluelaki) in 1969 not only gave political 
parties legal status for the first time, but also gave them a monopoly over the 
candidate nomination process.3 The right of citizens to form electoral asso-
ciations (Törnudd 1968; Tarkiainen 1971) so as to run candidates –  which 
dated back to the 1906 electoral reform –  was withdrawn and the de facto 
role of the party district executive in candidate nominations formalised, 
with the result that party members had no legally guaranteed means of influ-
encing the selection process.
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On the second, in opposition political circles, particularly on the populist 
right, there was vocal criticism of patronage appointments and the insidi-
ous partitocracy that had prospered under the long- serving president Urho 
Kekkonen. The 1970s were the heyday of ‘Finlandised politics’ when a sine 
qua non of career advancement was approval ‘in high places’ (Kekkonen and/
or Moscow) (Merikoski 1974; Vennamo 1989; Lehtinen 2018). Accordingly, 
membership ballots were seen as one way of placing restrictions on the arbi-
trary actions of governing- elite- inclined nomination committees.

On the third, particularly when parties are divided, constituting a slate of 
parliamentary candidates becomes more complicated and potentially con-
troversial and membership ballots can serve as a weapon in inter- factional 
conflict. So it proved in the period between the 1969 party law and the 
1975 electoral law, when all four of the larger parties were factionalised. 
The position of the SDP, the largest party, which headed a coalition with 
KESK, the Liberals and the Swedish People’s Party RKP between 1972 and 
1975, was especially delicate since, as one writer put it (Iivari 2007, 101): 
‘The Soviet Union and minority Finnish communists were pressurising the 
majority communists who in turn were pressurising the Social Democrats.’ 
Behind the scenes in short the SDP prime minister, Kalevi Sorsa, had to bat-
tle the communists while ensuring the party was not seen to be harbouring 
‘unhealthy’ pro- Western elements. Symptomatically, when Pauli Burman, 
an MP in the Helsinki constituency and editor- in- chief of the SDP’s main 
newspaper, refused to bow to Soviet pressure and sack the columnist, Simo 
Juntunen –  a critic of Kekkonen’s Ostpolitik –  a membership ballot in 1974 
provided a ‘democratic’ means of de- selecting him (cf. Pitkänen 2016, 146).

Summing up, the basic premise of the 1975 legislation was encouraging 
prima facie: ‘party members should have the opportunity decisively to influ-
ence the candidate nomination process’ (my italics).4 Membership ballots 
were to be held if there were more prospective candidates than available list 
places and candidates were to be nominated on the basis of those polling the 
most votes. However, (i) membership ballots were not obligatory when the 
number of candidates matched the available list places; (ii) the district party 
was granted the right to nominate a maximum of one- quarter of [lower] list 
places ‘out of order’ –  albeit with the approval of the central party execu-
tive; (iii) membership ballots were not made subject to scrutiny by public 
authorities (Merikoski 1980, 85). Indeed, the government proposal stated its 
commitment to the principle of non- adherence in the internal affairs of the 
political parties beyond that which was necessary for the achievement of the 
democratic principle. For opponents this was simply paying lip- service to a 
democratisation of candidate selection.

The 1975 law remained in force until 1998 when the existing body of 
legislation relating to elections to the Eduskunta, Presidency, European 
Parliament and Municipal Councils was integrated into a single Electoral 



© 2021 The Authors. Scandinavian Political Studies published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on 
behalf of Nordic Political Science Association.

356  Scandinavian Political Studies, Vol. 44 – No. 3, 2021

Law (vaalilaki)5. The changes were essentially technical (Sundberg 2002, 
79) and the rules on candidate selection were basically retained. Kuitunen 
(2002) refers to ‘a formalisation of procedures with member predominance’ 
although the district party retained the right to nominate up to one- quarter 
of names ‘out of order’ (the ‘alteration provision’). The district party could, 
for example, nominate a candidate who came last in the membership bal-
lot or who did not stand in the membership ballot at all but was seen to 
have ‘niche’ vote- earning attributes. This might be a ‘celebrity’ from the 
world of sport or entertainment (Crisp et al. 2013; Arter 2014; De Winter & 
Baudewyns 2015) or possibly a former MP. In other words, the membership 
was to have an influential but not an exclusive say in determining the com-
position of the party list.

Membership Ballots as a Multi- Actor Utility

Membership ballots can be conceptualised as a utility serving the interests of 
candidates, parties and members alike. From a candidate standpoint, mem-
bership ballots structure intraparty competition for list access and mean that 
the first task of an aspiring member of parliament is to attract the greatest 
possible support among the party membership (Timonen 1975). A strong 
membership ballot performance will offer a candidate not only a legally 
guaranteed route to selection, but also provide an incentive to run a vigorous 
election campaign. The utility of membership ballots, however, will vary be-
tween candidate types. For young and inexperienced candidates in particu-
lar, membership ballots are valuable in that they serve to underline the need 
to build a personal campaign team (tukiryhmä) –  the backing of six or seven 
close advisers and confidants who will form the organisational core of the 
campaign –  while ultimately membership ballots serve to identify a primary 
candidate constituency (Arter 2021) –  a body of the very strongest supporters 
who will back the candidate through thick and thin regardless of the compe-
tition (Fenno 1977, 887– 89). For first- timers participating in the membership 
ballot, candidate- centred campaigning begins at the pre- election stage.

For incumbent parliamentarians the membership ballot will function as 
a useful signalling device, allowing him/her to gage the extent of intraparty 
competition while pointing to the source of [any] significant co- partisan 
challenges. This will enable the sitting parliamentarian and his/her ‘support 
group’ to develop an appropriate election campaign strategy, inter alia by 
identifying those municipalities not covered by a party colleague or, more 
cynically, by a co- partisan with only a modest vote in the membership ballot. 
For marginal incumbents, but also those higher up the party list at the previ-
ous general election, the outcome of the membership ballot may represent a 
real cause for concern (Selb & Lutz 2015). Of those incumbents going down 
to defeat over the 19 general elections between 1966 and 2019 (n = 763), 
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an average of 53.7 per cent (n = 410) lost out to a candidate from the same 
party rather than a rival party (Table 2).

From a district party management standpoint, membership ballots will 
vest the intraparty competition for list access with a degree of transpar-
ency and democratic legitimacy while also providing party managers with 
the wherewithal to ‘manage’ the selection process so as to achieve desired 
ends. Democratic legitimacy will derive from the way the candidate selec-
tion process is devolved to individual party members rather than placed in 
the hands of delegates of the local and/or municipal parties. This individual 
membership vote will determine the automatic selections on the party slate.

Equally, via the mechanism of the ‘alteration provision’ the district party 
will have the means to assemble a list which it believes will be most likely to 
maximise the party vote at the election stage. This will involve such things as 
reflecting the demography and ecology of party support in the district and 
assessing the vote- earning attributes of individual candidates (Borg 2018; 
Von Schoultz & Papageorgiou 2019). Consequently, the use of the ‘alter-
ation provision’ may involve the nomination of a candidate who did not 
participate in the membership ballot (say a former MP) or a candidate who 
came well outside the automatic selection places (say a young city architect) 
but has niche vote- attracting merit that will appeal at the election stage.

More basically perhaps, membership ballots provide a mechanism with 
which party managers can delegate to members the responsibility of adju-
dicating between the competing claims of intraparty actors –  whether can-
didates and/or the local branch parties proposing and supporting them. The 

Table 2. Intraparty Incumbency Defeats in Finland, 1966– 2019

Election year New MPs Inter- party defeats Intra- party defeats

1966 95 25 43
1970 91 33 35
1972 45 15 19
1975 79 27 22
1979 76 18 28
1983 84 23 39
1987 83 24 24
1991 76 26 23
1995 87 28 29
1999 77 20 28
2003 69 17 20
2007 81 19 28
2011 92 38 23
2015 77 19 24
2019 89 21 25
Total 1,201 353 410
Average % 46.3 53.7

Note: Table compiled by the author.
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party district executive will define the organisational framework for the 
membership ballot –  possibly specifying fixed quotas of list places for sub- 
constituencies within the party district (Arter 2021) –  but the outcome of 
the membership ballot will be shared and cannot be placed at the door of 
elite cliques with their own preferences and prejudices.

From a party member standpoint, the 1975 legislation, we noted, was 
designed (in principle at least) to enable members to have the opportunity 
‘decisively to influence the candidate nomination process’. Members can 
seek to do so in a variety of ways although just how decisive their influence 
will be is hard to assess. First, members can club together to propose a local 
candidate –  the law specifies the minimum number required –  although in all 
likelihood the initiative in nominating (and thereafter lobbying for) a candi-
date will come from the local branch executive. Second, members can influ-
ence the selection process by backing ‘their’ local branch candidate against 
an intraparty rival put up by another local branch in the same municipality 
in a municipal party membership ballot. This type of membership ballot has 
been by no means uncommon.6 There is a risk of course that if a mem-
ber’s preferred candidate loses out in the membership ballot (municipal or 
district- level) this will lead to a degree of passivity in the election campaign.

Third, members can influence selection outcomes by strategically concen-
trating their votes in the district membership ballot on a particular [mostly 
the local] candidate. This may be a teacher, nurse, farmer or whatever. In 
parts of northern Finland, moreover, party members belonging to groups 
outside the mainstream Lutheran church have been particularly effective in 
mobilising behind low- church candidates in the selection process. Uniting 
behind the local candidate in the membership ballot is a sine qua non in 
smaller municipalities (with by definition a relatively small membership) 
if the candidate is to have any chance of winning one of the automatic list 
places. Fourth, members may pursue a blocking strategy, using the multiple 
vote provision to eliminate least preferred candidates. This is also common-
place when the selection of the final list places is voted on at a meeting of 
district party delegates. Finally, albeit only in the SDP, members through the 
membership ballot can influence the ordering of candidates on the party 
slate. In all the other parties the slate of candidates is presented in alphabet-
ical order. Equally, the limited evidence suggests that the ballot order has 
little influence on a voter’s choice of candidate (Villodres 2003).

The De- institutionalisation of Membership Ballots: 
Evidence, Causes and Consequences
By the approach of the new millennium, membership ballots appeared an 
institutionalised instrument in the candidate selection process. In 1995, for 
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example, the SDP organised a membership ballot in every mainland party 
district, KOK in three- quarters of them and KESK and the post- communist 
Left Alliance VAS in over half (Kuitunen 2008, 120– 21). Yet from being a 
routinised and apparently internalised (Harmel et al. 2018) mechanism in 
the nominations procedure, membership ballots had by 2018/2019 become 
the exception rather than the rule in the larger historic Finnish parties. They 
were held in only 25 per cent of SDP party districts, 15.4 per cent of VAS 
party districts and 10 per cent of KESK party districts in preparation for the 
2019 general election. For the first time in 2018, there was no SDP mem-
bership ballot in Varsinais- Suomi; unlike in 2014 there was none in VAS in 
Pirkanmaa; and in KESK they were confined to the two party districts in the 
Oulu constituency.

In KOK, there were no membership ballots at all prior to the 2019 gen-
eral election despite the fact that in the largest constituency of Uusimaa 
(crucial for the overall election result) the supply of prospective candidate 
significantly exceeded the number of available list places. Long- standing 
intraparty organisational rivalry between the two large cities of Espoo and 
Vantaa was at the heart of the problem. Indeed, when early in 2018 three 
local KOK branches in Espoo demanded a membership ballot, claiming this 
was being blocked by the party machine, the response of KOK’s district 
party executive (piirihallitus) was that the list of candidates should be pre-
pared by a committee nominated by the district party executive. Moreover, 
so as to avoid the need for a membership ballot all those incumbent MPs 
seeking re- election were prevailed upon to withdraw their candidacy –  in 
this way eliminating the ‘excess’ and the need for a membership ballot –  
only then to be reinstated at a later juncture.7 From the standpoint of the 
district party executive, the fear was that a membership ballot would pro-
duce an imbalanced list when there was a premium on making good the loss 
of the two high- profile ‘names’ and maximising the list vote.

While the Uusimaa case represents perhaps the clearest evidence yet 
of the de- institutionalisation of the membership ballot –  or in Rahat and 
Kenig’s (2018, 149) terms a de facto ‘depersonalisation of the selection 
method’ –  there is evidence of disuse from other KOK core districts. In 
Varsinais- Suomi there has not been a membership ballot since 2007 and the 
same is true for Pirkanmaa. Indeed, a long- serving KOK MP in Pirkanmaa, 
who insisted he would not have been against a membership ballot, noted 
that candidate selection without a membership ballot is now official KOK 
policy.

As to the factors potentially contributing to a de- institutionalisation of 
membership ballots, these could be sought on the ‘supply side’ in (i) possible 
candidate disincentives to seek selection and on the demand- management 
side in (ii) possible district party disincentives to use membership bal-
lots as a selection method. On the first, the organisational density of the 
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parliamentary parties, when measured by the member- voter ratio, has 
declined from the heyday of the mass party around 1960 and consequently 
there would appear likely to be a diminished supply of party members for 
selection purposes. Compared with an average member- voter ratio of just 
over 31 per cent in 1958/1959, the average organisational density of the 
Eduskunta parties in 2016 –  when comparing the membership figures with 
the parties’ poll in the general election the previous year –  was only 7.9 per 
cent. Only in KESK and RKP did the member- voter ratio achieve double 
figures (Table 3).
Second, the rising personal cost of election may have reduced the supply 
of prospective candidates. In the 1940s and 1950s successful candidates did 
not engage in personalised campaigning. The parties put up collective post-
ers, organised campaign events and even provided transport for individual 
candidates, who in turn needed to spend very little of their own money 
(Pitkänen 2016, 140). Today, while there is no evidence of systematic cam-
paign cost inflation (Venho 2015), individual candidates bear responsibility 
for the organisation, funding and marketing of their campaigns and, impor-
tantly, they have to dig (sometimes deep) into their own pockets and/or 
have recourse to a bank loan. In the case of over one- fifth (21.9 per cent) 
of those candidates elected to a first term in parliament at the 2019 gen-
eral election (n = 74), more than three- quarters of their campaign budgets 
came from their own reserves or bank loans. An average of two- fifths (40.2 
per cent) of first- term MPs’ campaign budgets comprised personal funding, 
ranging from a few that were wholly self- funded to a few who did not dip 
into their savings.

Third, there is some evidence that branch parties have engaged in the 
strategic reduction of the candidate supply so as to enhance the prospects 
of the local candidate being selected. Given the personal cost of election –  
and often parlous state of local branch finances –  a local party may well 

Table 3. The Organisational Density of the Finnish Political Parties, 2015/2016

Party Member- voter ratio %

KESK 17.9
PS 1.8
KOK 6.3
SDP 8.2
VIHR 3.2
VAS 4.7
RKP 13.1
KD 7.6
Average 7.9

Source: Vaalitutkimus.fi: Puolueiden jäsenmäärien kehitys; http://www.tilas tokes kus.fi
PS = Finns Party; KD = Christian Democrats; VIHR = Greens

http://www.tilastokeskus.fi
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nominate only the candidate they believe has a realistic chance of success. 
Uniting behind a single, credible candidate makes obvious sense because 
area representation is the paramount goal of local parties in nominating 
candidates at the selection stage (Arter 2021).

Fourth, serious prospective candidates will make a realistic assessment 
of their chances and may ultimately decide not to seek selection. A combi-
nation of district magnitude M and party magnitude P factors are relevant 
here. The larger the M, the allocation of seats to a district, the lower the effec-
tive electoral threshold (Lijphart 1994) and the smaller the personal vote 
needed for election. In other words, the candidate supply is most likely to 
exceed the available list places in large- M districts where the hidden thresh-
old is low. Membership ballots are almost never needed in small- M districts 
although KESK in Lapland in 2010 was a notable exception. Candidate sup-
ply is also likely to reflect the relative strength of a party in a district, that 
is, party magnitude P. Combining M and P, candidate supply will be lowest 
in the smaller parties in the smaller districts, although VAS and KESK in 
Kainuu have been consistent exceptions. In short, the candidate supply is 
likely to be greatest and membership ballots most likely in the larger parties 
in the larger districts where their support is strongest.

Finally, long- term decline factors on the supply side might include fewer 
party activists socialised into, and driven by the party cause (its ideology, 
principles and policy) and possibly, too, the declining status of [and appeal 
of being] a member of parliament.8 Symptomatic, perhaps, of a declining 
supply, it has become commonplace for there to be inter- party competition 
to nominate persons without any previous party involvement but who are 
viewed as suitable prospective candidates and they will receive offers to 
stand from several parties.9 This is akin to ‘chequebook diplomacy’ in so far 
as there may well be ‘fringe benefits’ (promises of funding support) associ-
ated with the various approaches.

Taken together, however, candidate supply- side factors do not make a 
wholly convincing, or at least exhaustive, case for the de- institutionalisation 
of membership ballots; rather, attention must be turned to a demand- 
management perspective. The common denominator for district parties in 
the selection process is plainly constituting a candidate slate that will max-
imise the aggregate list vote. However, membership ballots may not con-
tribute to this end if (i) low member turnout questions the legitimacy of the 
selection process; (ii) membership ballot participants are grossly out of step 
with party voters; (iii) far from providing for the fair representation of the 
membership across the district, membership ballots appear inequitable and 
internally divisive.

On the significance of turnout, Key (1956), it will be recalled, claimed 
[in the US context] that those who voted in primaries were neither ‘minia-
tures of the party membership’ nor representative of the party as a whole. 
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Table 4 presents data, where available, on those members participating in 
the membership ballot –  as a proportion of the total membership in a dis-
trict. The proportion of participants in the 2018/2019 membership ballots 
ranged from over two- thirds in the SDP in Häme to one- third in the SDP in 
Uusimaa where membership turnout was almost certainly reduced by the 
shift from postal and party- office polling to a fully electronic system. The 
evidence of low membership ballot turnout is mixed and inconclusive.

As to whether those voting in membership ballots are representative of 
the overall party vote, Table 5 illustrates the way members in all the Finnish 
parties are older, more likely to be male (the Greens VIHR are the excep-
tion), more highly educated and higher earners than rank- and- file party 
voters (Koiranen et al. 2017, 31). Importantly, however, there is a greater 
congruence between the socio- demographic characteristics of members and 
voters in individual parties. If the average age of a party member is high 
–  as in the SDP –  the average age of party supporters will also be relatively 
high compared with voters in other parties (cf. Sides et al. 2020). All in all, 
given the lack of consistent evidence of low membership ballot turnout and 
the absence of significant differences in member- party voter characteristics, 
there do not appear sufficient grounds to underscore possible party man-
agement concerns about the legitimacy of membership ballots as a mode of 
candidate selection.

As to the goal of fair representation, members could reasonably expect 
that, irrespective of where they live in a constituency, they should have a 
broadly equal measure of influence in the candidate nomination process. 
Yet as members’ (single or multiple) votes are not weighted –  that is, tied to 
the size of the membership or population in a municipality –  small munic-
ipalities may well struggle to gain any of the automatic list places secured 

Table 4. Participation in the Membership Ballot as a Proportion of the Full Membership in a 
District, 2018/2019

Party Party district

Numbers of 
members 
voting Turnout %

Party vote 
in district

Active 
member voter 
ratio

VAS Varsinais- Suomi 675 49.3 35,481 1:52.6
VAS Kainuu 139 55.6 7,472 1:53.8
KESK Pohjois- Pohjanmaa N/A – 65,759 – 
KESK Kainuu 914 48.3 12,727 1:13.9
SDP Helsinki 932 35.2 52,393 1:56.2
SDP Uusimaa 1,457 33.0 97,107 1:66.6
SDP Häme 1,898 68.4 49,359 1:26
VIHR Häme N/A 54.2 17,354 – 
VIHR Varsinais- Suomi 301 38.8 25,309 1:84.1

N/A = data not available.
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through the membership ballot. This will be the case even when the mem-
bership rate is high and members concentrate their support on the local 
candidate. 10 Equally, a small party membership in a municipality is not 
necessarily indicative of a small party vote in the general election in that 
municipality.

Crucially, from a district management perspective, there appears a grow-
ing propensity to avoid membership ballots where possible –  recall here the 
limiting case of KOK in Uusimaa –  on the basis that they do not produce 
the type of representative and balanced list of candidates likely to optimise 
the constituency vote. Put another way, membership ballots invariably fail 
the twin criteria of socio- demographic and territorial representativeness11 –  
that is, a list that appeals to a cross- section of voters across the length and 
breadth of the district. Indeed, they may intensify intraparty organisational 
rivalries, particularly when the party district/constituency incorporates two 
or more historic counties (maakunnat). The premium placed on achieving a 
representative list in descriptive terms is nicely reflected in the SDP party 
council’s recommendation in 1994 that candidate lists should comprise 
equal numbers of men and women and that at least one candidate should 
be under 30. If after the membership ballot this was not the case, the party 
district was authorised to use the ‘alteration provision’ to remedy matters.12

In sum, in the historic quartet of parties (VAS, SDP, KESK and KOK) 
factors on both the candidate supply and party management side have con-
tributed to an accentuated de- institutionalisation of membership ballots 
in the candidate selection process. Ironically in contrast, in the two newer 
parties, the [post- materialist] VIHR and [populist] Finns Party PS, member-
ship ballots have formed part of the party institutionalisation process. VIHR 
staged its first membership ballot in the Varsinais- Suomi constituency in 
September 2014 when 27 candidates competed for 9 list places and another 
in Häme constituency 4 years later when 23 candidates vied for 7 automatic 
list places.13 In both cases it was expressly stated that while the membership 
ballot was a means of selecting candidates it was also viewed as a way of 

Table 5. The Socio- Demographic Profile of Finnish Party Members (2016) %

Party Average age Male Female Retired Higher education

KESK 59.9 58.8 41.2 51.4 23.0
PS 53.6 74.5 25.5 35.3 10.8
KOK 55.6 61.9 38.1 36.6 45.0
SDP 61.5 60.5 39.5 63.2 23.3
VIHR 42.9 36.9 63.1 8.9 48.9
VAS 55.9 57.7 42.3 46.4 23.0

Source: Koiranen et al. (2017).
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recruiting new members. Membership ballots were staged widely in the PS 
in preparation for the 2015 general election,14 but the split in the party in 
autumn 2017, and the formation of a breakaway party Blue Reform (Arter 
2020; Hämäläinen 2020), undercut the party’s membership base and the 
need to stage membership ballots prior to the 2019 general election.

Concluding Remarks
The 1975 Electoral Act, which gave membership ballots statutory force in 
Finland, sought to provide party members with the opportunity ‘decisively 
to influence the candidate selection process’. Membership ballots became 
mandatory when candidate supply exceeded the number of list places avail-
able and as a nomination mechanism they became institutionalised over the 
last quarter of the twentieth century in all four of the larger historic parties. 
Accordingly, intraparty competition was formalised and structured at the 
pre- election stage and co- partisan rivalry could be intense (cf. our opening 
citation) in the run- up to the selection ballot. While reference to ‘member 
predominance’ (Kuitunen 2002) appears exaggerated, given that district 
party executives were vested with an ‘alteration provision’, members could 
none the less determine the composition of the automatic list places. Indeed, 
in their heyday membership ballots served as a utility for candidates, district 
party leaders and members alike, providing inter alia a signalling mecha-
nism for incumbents faced with a strong co- partisan challenge, a screening 
mechanism for party managers intent on excluding non- desirable elements 
and a sanction with which members could hold re- election- seeking MPs to 
account.

In recent decades membership ballots have increasingly become the 
exception rather than the rule; they have been subject to institutional decay 
(Harmel et al. 2018). The de- institutionalisation of membership ballots has 
narrowed the scope of intraparty participatory democracy and undercut the 
direct influence individual members can exert in the candidate selection 
process. District executive concern with the representativeness of party lists 
has prevailed over the participation of members in constituting them. This is 
not to discount the role of informality (Kelbel 2020) in the candidate selec-
tion process or to report the wholesale demise of membership ballots as an 
intraparty consultative mechanism. Membership ballots have been widely 
employed in the selection of new party leaders; in VAS in respect of whether 
to enter government; in VIHR for the determination of mayoral candidates 
and, more routinely, in the SDP for selecting party conference participants. 
But, with few exceptions, member influence in the nomination of candidates 
has become limited and largely indirect. In short, Finland has brooked the 
trend towards the democratisation of candidate selection.
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It would be tempting to view the de- institutionalisation of membership 
ballots not only as evidence of a decline in intraparty participatory democ-
racy but as part of the wider phenomenon of so- called ‘party decline’ and 
attenuation in the linkage function of parties in particular (Demker et al. 
2020). The argument might run that a diminished and increasingly senescent 
membership (SDP, KESK and VAS), and its corollary a moribund base of 
local branch parties, has reduced the pool of prospective candidates and 
obviated the need to stage membership ballots. While it is hard to deny a 
degree of organisational atrophy at the grassroots of the historic Finnish 
parties, our analysis does not find wholly convincing evidence in support of 
a ‘party decline’ hypothesis. In the larger parties in the larger districts, can-
didate supply has remained relatively strong and membership ballots, albeit 
fewer in number, have been far from exceptional. Put another way, selection 
system change has rested at least as much on the demand- management side 
as on the candidate supply side.

So does the Finnish experience of membership ballots confirm the view 
(Pennings & Hazan 2001) that the ‘real story’ (Bille 2001) is that the democ-
ratisation of the selection process is unlikely to be truly democratic? Clearly, 
this depends on what is meant by ‘truly democratic’. What the Finnish evi-
dence does suggest is that member- participation in the candidate selec-
tion process –  based on the inclusiveness principle –  has coexisted at times 
uneasily alongside the district party’s concern for representativeness and it 
was never intended to undermine it. Candidate selection has always been 
managed first and foremost to serve district party interests and from the 
inclusion of a favoured ‘general candidate’ in the SDP membership ballots 
in the pre- independence Grand Duchy, the inclusiveness principle has done 
relatively little to compromise the pre- eminent role of the district party in 
the configuration of candidate lists. Party nomination strategies have gen-
erally prevailed.

NOTES
 1.  Kerola: keskustan ehdokkaiksi tunkua, vaikka vanhoja luopuu’ Yle Uutiset 24.2.2010.
 2.  After the 1918 civil war in Finland, Kuusinen became a founder member of the Finnish 

Communist Party in exile in Moscow and subsequently a long- serving member of the 
CPSU politburo.

 3.  https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajant asa/1969/19690010
 4.  1973 vp 61: Hallituksen esitys eduskunnalle laiksi kansanedustajain vaaleista annetun 

lain muuttamisesta.
 5.  Vaalilaki 714/1998 paragraphs 113– 17. https://www.finlex.fi/laki/ajant asa/1998/19980714.
 6.  Niemitalo, Mirja ‘Jäsenvaali kartoittaa edustavaa ehdokaslistaa’ Kaleva 14.10.2002.
 7.  Teittinen, Paavo, ‘Jäsenäänestyksestä tuli kiista kokoomuksesta’ Helsingin Sanomat 

12.3.2018.
 8.  Between 2010 and 2018 the SDP, KESK and KOK lost a combined 30 per cent of their 

membership and in the SDP in particular the membership has become increasingly 
senescent with an average age of 63.

 9.  Manninen, Anja ‘Johanna Rantala on tuore keskustalainen’ Suomenmaa 27.10.2018.

https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1969/19690010
https://www.finlex.fi/laki/ajantasa/1998/19980714
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 10.  Leskinen, Marja ‘Rantakangas jäsenäänestyksen ääniharava’ Kaleva 25.9.2006; Ranta- 
Ala- aho, Tarja ‘Vehkäperä jatkaa näpäytyksen jälkeen’ Kaleva 7.10.2006.

 11.  When following an SDP membership ballot in the new Kaakkois- Suomi constituency 
in autumn 2014, there was no candidate from Pieksämäki, the ‘alteration provision’ was 
used to correct matters. Uuden vaalipiirin yllätys käänne –  Pieksämäki uhkaa jäädä 
ilman demariehdokas Itä Savo 5.11.2014.

 12.  SDP:n toimintakertomus vuonna 1995, 164– 65.
 13.  ‘Vihreillä sitova jäsenäänestys eduskuntavaaliehdokkaista’ Turun Sanomat 6.8.2014; 

‘Vihreiden varapuheenjohtaja vaihtaa vaalipiiriä-  Satakunnasta ei vihreä pääsee edu-
skuntaan ‘Yle Uutiset 6.8.2014. Salonen, Viki ‘Vihreiden vaalitaisto on kahden kauppa 
–  Mirka Soinikoski ja Kirsi Ojansuu- Kaunisto kisaavat Hämeen ainoasta paikasta’ 
Hämeen Sanomat 5.2.2019.

 14.  Arola, Heikki ‘Toripuolue kamppailee reviiristään’ Helsingin Sanomat 22.3.2015.
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