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Abstract

Aspiring dominant-party regimes often institute major institutional and political reforms
at the national level to ensure they retain control. However, subnational politics is an
important, under-studied, component of regime consolidation. This study uses mayoral
races in Hungary and Poland from 2006 to 2018 to examine two factors that may inhibit
dominant-party regime consolidation in local politics: the use of two-round, i.e. runoff,
electoral systems and strategic coordination among opposition parties. While we find little
evidence that strategic coordination can lead to widespread opposition success in single-
round systems, we do find that increasing the number of candidates decreases the likeli-
hood of the nationally dominant party winning in the first round while not affecting the
second round. As such, two-round mayoral elections may be an important buffer to
dominant-party regime consolidation and may provide a training ground for the future
opposition.
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Democratic backsliding is a much-studied development in contemporary global
politics, with political and institutional challenges to liberal democracy and the
rule of law becoming widespread. Central Europe, in spite of the European
Union’s de jure requirement that its members be liberal democracies, is no excep-
tion. Among EU members, democratic backsliding has proceeded furthest in
Hungary and Poland. In Hungary, Fidesz, a right-wing party, has consolidated con-
trol since 2010, undermining the exercise of free democracy while maintaining a
constitutional supermajority. In Poland, the Law and Justice party (PiS) has
attacked the judiciary and rule of law while implementing a conservative, nationalist
project. Backsliding began earlier and has advanced further in Hungary, but the
strategies and intentions of both parties in consolidating dominance are strikingly
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similar; as PiS’s leader Jarostaw Kaczynski stated in 2011, “Viktor Orban gave us an
example of how we can win. The day will come when we will succeed, and we will
have Budapest in Warsaw’ (quoted in Kelemen 2017: 227). The EU has opened for-
mal sanctioning procedures against both backsliding members, though in neither
country have the trends reversed.

Most discussion of democratic backsliding focuses on mechanisms by which
dominant parties cement their political control at the national level. Studies of
how dominant-party regimes are constructed and consolidated typically overlook
local politics because political parties, even dominant ones, tend to be less orga-
nized at the local level, and extending national party organizational influence
over territory is costly. At the same time, however, the ideological appeal of
right-wing populist parties tends to be strongest outside the major cities — that
is, in the small- to mid-sized towns that constitute the bulk of municipal govern-
ment. Thus, it is an open question which of these forces will prove decisive in shap-
ing nationally dominant parties’ capacity to capture local-level offices. Because of
this uncertainty, local politics has important implications for the dominant party’s
national-level hold. If the opposition can retain a foothold through winning local
elections, it can use that foothold to challenge dominant parties in higher-level arenas
later. Likewise, a dominant party that wins local elections not only closes off this
avenue for challenge; it can also use perks to extend its appeal to the electorate
and change rules to solidify control.

These considerations prompt our central research question: can municipal elec-
tions serve as a backstop against the consolidation of the dominant party’s control
in de-democratizing regimes and, if so, how? We consider two possibilities for this
control: electoral institutions and candidate strategy, both of which may help
opposition candidates overcome difficulties in coordination. These coordination
difficulties are particularly relevant for post-communist local politics because par-
ties tend to be under-institutionalized, candidates less professionalized, political
resources few, and independent candidates common. In terms of electoral institu-
tions, one variation in particular would seem to be critical: the distinction between
one-round and two-round, or runoff, systems. Two-round systems greatly reduce
the need for opposition candidates to coordinate with each other because the
first round has the potential to focus the race on the most viable opposition candi-
date. In the absence of favourable electoral institutions, overcoming dominant-
party candidates requires strategic cooperation among opposition candidates to
unite around the most viable challenger to the dominant party among them.

In our empirical analysis, we compare two prominent examples of backsliding,
Hungary and Poland, to examine dominant parties’ success in penetrating local
politics by focusing on mayoral elections. Both Fidesz and PiS are right-wing
parties, so both tend to be structurally disadvantaged in larger urban areas. They
differ in one key respect, however: in Hungary, Fidesz has been able to duplicate
its national-level success in subnational elections, winning a majority of the
mayoral elections it contests. PiS has not been able to replicate this success
and has not consolidated its control subnationally, where the opposition has had
several well-publicized victories setting up its candidates as potential challengers to
the dominant-party regime. Hungary and Poland also differ in that Hungary uses
a single-round mayoral electoral system, while Poland uses a two-round system.
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In pursuing a structured, focused comparison of cases that are broadly similar in
terms of overall context but differ in terms of a key theoretical variable (i.e. electoral
system), we are employing a ‘most similar systems’ research design (Przeworski and
Teune 1970). This offers the attention to causal mechanisms characteristic of case-
study designs while mitigating the loss of comparative leverage also characteristic of
such designs. Further, by using a large-N sample of municipalities within our coun-
try cases, we can statistically analyse our theoretical propositions. This method has
been fruitfully applied to studying the effects of electoral rule differences on election
results within the region (Stegmaier and Marcinkiewicz 2019). We use pre- and
post-regime establishment panel data on mayoral election results in Poland and
Hungary to better understand the variation in subnational consolidation of
right-wing regimes and why PiS has been unable to replicate the urban electoral
success that Fidesz has achieved. Hungarian mayoral data, covering 2006-14,
come from Matthew Stenberg (2018), while the Polish mayoral results panel, cover-
ing 2014-18, represents original data collection. Each panel is built from local elect-
oral data aggregated by its respective national electoral agency (see Table 3).
Overall, we find evidence that two-round electoral systems advantage opposition
candidates but little evidence that strategic coordination on its own is effective in
blocking the encroachment of dominant parties into local government.

We proceed in three parts. First, we examine democratic backsliding, sub-
national politics and electoral institutions in Poland and Hungary, arguing that
local politics is an important, if less recognized, site for dominant-party regime
consolidation. Second, we introduce our data and hypotheses about electoral insti-
tutions and candidate strategy. Finally, we discuss our results and their implications
for democratic backsliding.

Democratic backsliding from a local perspective

Democratic backsliding describes a process by which ruling parties undermine pol-
itical and civil societal institutions to tilt the playing field in their favour, effecting a
form of gradual regime change which may travel through various stages (semi-
consolidated/electoral democracy, hybrid regime/electoral- or competitive authori-
tarianism), potentially culminating in stable authoritarianism. Analysts describe a
common playbook used by dominant parties: undermining the fairness of elections;
discretionary use of legal instruments to undermine civil liberties; and restricting
the opposition’s access to public resources, the media and the judicial system
(Levitsky and Way 2010: 7-12). There is consensus among analysts that Fidesz
and PiS have both borrowed heavily from this playbook, but also that Fidesz has
been more successful thus far in doing so.

The origins of Hungary’s backsliding date to Fidesz’s winning a constitutional
supermajority in 2010. This supermajority allowed Fidesz to enact institutional
and policy changes designed to lock in long-term dominance: changes to the con-
stitution, Cardinal Laws and rule of law (Kovacs and Scheppele 2018); constitu-
tional court-packing (Kelemen 2017); restrictions on media (Bajomi-Lazar 2017)
and academic freedom (Enyedi 2018); and attacks on civil society (Kover 2015).
Poland’s PiS won an absolute majority in 2015, aided by the United Left coalition’s
inability to reach the 8% minimum threshold. Lacking Fidesz’s supermajority, PiS
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has not been able to change the constitution directly. Instead, PiS has sought to
undermine the rule of law to the extent it can work outside the limits of constitu-
tionalism (Sadurski 2018). It undermined the Constitutional Tribunal by packing
the court and reducing its scope, before instituting measures to reduce the inde-
pendence of lower-court judges (Kovacs and Scheppele 2018: 196). Further echoing
Hungary, the PiS-led government has limited freedom of assembly (Sadurski 2019)
and restricted media freedom (Stanley and Cze$nik 2019), especially of state-funded
broadcasts and publications.

Figure 1 plots the V-Dem Institute’s national-level measure of liberal democracy
for both countries, highlighting Hungary’s earlier backsliding but also Poland’s
subsequent convergence. Between 2009 and 2019, Hungary and Poland’s liberal-
democracy scores declined by 0.36 and 0.33, respectively. This decline pushed
Hungary’s regime into the ‘electoral-authoritarianism’ category in 2019 (Maerz
et al. 2020: 915); Freedom House downgraded Hungary from ‘semi-consolidated
democracy’ to ‘transitional or hybrid regime’ in 2020 (Freedom House 2020).
Andras Bozdki and Déniel Hegedls categorized Hungary as a hybrid regime as
early as 2014 (2018: 1174). Poland is still classified as an ‘electoral democracy’ by
V-Dem and as a ‘semi-consolidated democracy’ by Freedom House. In Bozoki
and Hegedtis’s words, ‘the dismantling of democracy and rule of law in Poland
is still in progress, while in Hungary the hybrid regime is already entrenched
and stabilized’ (2018: 1177).

We believe that there are enough similarities between municipal elections in
Hungary and Poland to make comparing them instructive, even acknowledging dif-
ferences in the degree of national-level backsliding.! Certainly, the national-level
regime matters to opposition candidates’ strategies in municipal elections. In a
stable democracy, local parties offer programmes tailored to their voters and urge
those voters to vote for their candidate; however, in authoritarian conditions or
when democracy is under threat, opposition parties may urge supporters to vote
tactically - that is, to back the most viable opposition candidate in order to defeat
the dominant party, programmatic differences notwithstanding. Since, typically,
parties ‘are conservative organizations and resist change’ (Harmel and Janda
1994: 278), it takes extraordinary circumstances — such as democracy itself being
at risk — to induce this kind of change in party behaviour, a point that we will
develop in presenting our hypotheses. The degree of backsliding is significant
enough in both countries to cast local politics in the light of challenging
de-democratization.

If national regime matters to subnational politics, there are also theoretical and
historical reasons to believe that subnational politics matter to national regimes. As
Ulrik Kjeer has observed, local representation can be both a “respirator” that brings
a party through difficult times and makes it possible for it to gain strength and
re-enter the national parliament’ and an ‘incubator’ of new parties struggling to
find their footing in national politics (Kjeer 2012: 202). This kind of impact may
be even greater in de-democratizing regimes. Studying it can enrich the broader lit-
erature on how subnational levels of government can be areas of institutional diver-
gence challenging the logic of the national political regime (Gibson 2012; Key
1984). This literature is often framed through the lens of subnational authoritarian-
ism, where residual pockets of undemocratic rule persist in otherwise democratic


https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

512 Conor O’Dwyer and Matthew Stenberg

Liberal Democracy Index

T Y ¥ 4 4 T v d d ¥ T ¥ Y Y Y
1990 2000 2010 2020
Year

————— Hungary ——— Poland

Figure 1. National-Level Democratic Backsliding in Hungary and Poland (1989-2020)
Source: Varieties of Democracy v11.1, www.v-dem.net/en/data/data/v-dem-dataset-v111/.

regimes. However, in backsliding regimes the opposite can sometimes be true, and
urban centres can form a more liberal, more democratic centre of opposition resist-
ance (Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001; Wallace 2013). This is one way to view the
position of cities in contemporary Poland and Hungary. It is not only that the rul-
ing parties are less successful electorally in cities. Cities can challenge ruling parties
through their economic power and ability to contradict national government pol-
icies. A recent example was the Warsaw City Council’s decision to expand protec-
tions for LGBT residents, strongly contradicting PiS’s programme (O’Dwyer 2019).
Making a further stand against illiberal developments in the region, Budapest and
Warsaw, together with Prague and Bratislava, formed the Pact of Free Cities, col-
laborating to increase their leverage against national governments and seek external
support (Hopkins and Shotter 2019).

There are also historical reasons for focusing on local government when analys-
ing democratic backsliding in Central Europe. Devolving power from central to
local governments was seen as key to breaking the power of the old political elites
and communism’s hyper-centralization (Regulski 1996). Because of the perceived
centrality of local government in the transition from communism in the 1990s,
there is significant policymaking and resource allocation at the local level.
Poland’s local governments have maintained among the highest levels of autonomy
in Europe, particularly in terms of policy scope, organizational autonomy and voice
in higher-level policymaking (Ladner et al. 2019: 232). Though on par with Polish
localities in the 1990s, the autonomy of Hungarian localities has declined substan-
tially (Ladner et al., 2019: 142, 338). Andreas Ladner et al. (2019: 341-345) describe
local governments in Hungary as ‘bureaucratized’ and ‘subordinate’ to the centre,
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whereas Poland’s are ‘empowered’ and engage in ‘thick coordination’ with the cen-
tre. At least some of the decreased autonomy of Hungarian municipalities is stra-
tegic. In 2010-11 Fidesz amended local election rules and Hungary’s Fundamental
Law governing local government (M6tv) to advantage itself structurally at the
opposition’s expense and recentralized many aspects of policymaking to allow itself
more direct control should the opposition be successful in municipal elections
(Sods and Dobos 2014). Though the power of directly elected mayoralties inclines
both Fidesz and PiS to pursue them actively, municipalities’ weaker autonomy in
Hungary may help explain Fidesz’s greater success in these races. It may also be
argued, however, that the greater autonomy of Polish municipalities increases
their value to both the ruling party and its challengers.

Mayoral election success: similar conditions, different outcomes

Mayors in both Poland and Hungary are directly elected. In Hungary, all elections
are single round, and only a simple majority is required to win a municipal mayoral
election. In Poland, if no mayoral candidate obtains an absolute majority in the first
round, a second-round election is held two weeks later between the top two first-
round candidates. This is a key institutional difference between the two countries.

Hungary’s Fidesz has been remarkably successful at the local level, steadily
increasing its reach into municipal politics. In 2014, Fidesz won 70% of mayoral
elections that it contested in Hungarian towns and cities, after winning only 32%
in 2002 (Stenberg 2018). This is no accident. Fidesz consciously manipulated city
council rules and regulations to reduce oversight and fair contestation in municipal
politics (Jakli and Stenberg 2021). It then used local resources clientelistically to
ensure the support of voters (Mares and Young 2019). Ultimately this has helped
Fidesz to overcome the traditional success of the Hungarian left in urban areas.

Local electoral politics in Poland have generally followed a different pattern.
Parties have never played a predominant role in municipal electoral politics
(Gendzwilt 2012). While the share of candidates and elected councillors going to
party-affiliated candidates had been increasing before 2010, this peaked in that
year and then markedly declined following local election reforms (Gendzwitt and
Z6ttak 2017: 123). Poland shifted from using party lists to single-member districts
in most city council elections in 2012, although lists were retained in larger cities.
While independent lists were already dominant in local elections, the reform fur-
ther strengthened those lists affiliated with elected mayors (Gendzwilt and Zéttak
2017). Party politics have not penetrated municipal elections significantly, though
parties are increasingly interested in contesting local elections (Gendzwilt and
Zottak 2014).

Table 1 shows the respective electoral success of Fidesz and PiS in mayoral elec-
tions immediately before and after taking control nationally. The denominator in
the winning percentage column is the number of races that the party actively
contests as opposed to the total number of possible races.

As additional context on national-party penetration into subnational politics,
Figure 2 presents data from V-Dem on the extent to which a ‘single party con-
trol[s] important policymaking bodies across subnational units (regional and
local governments)’. The clear historical baseline in both countries is a lack of
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Table 1. Ruling-Party Wins in Mayoral Elections by Electoral Cycle

Hungary Poland
Elections Elections
Cycle Year won Winning % Year won Winning %
1 2006 113 53.8 2014 80 15.8
2 2010 192 63.2 2018 89 14.9
3 2014 207 69.5 X X X

Source: Authors’ calculations.

influence of any one party subnationally. In Poland, this lack of influence remains
the general trend after the rise of PiS, even allowing for an uptick following the 2018
subnational elections. Meanwhile in Hungary, Fidesz’s rise has coincided with a
significant shift towards national party penetration of subnational governments.

Although parties have nationalized local politics more in Hungary than in
Poland, the urban-rural cleavage remains especially salient in both. In national
elections, conservative parties tend to do better in rural areas and smaller towns
and cities, while the centre-right and left-wing opposition are more successful in
urban areas. Kamil Marcinkiewicz (2018) finds significant and substantively large
county-level effects on political support for Polish parties in his analysis of 2015
national election results: PiS and the Polish People’s Party (PSL), a conservative
agricultural party, are much less likely to be supported by urban areas, whereas
greater urbanization leads to much higher support for more liberal or left-wing
parties. Moreover, he finds that the urban-rural divide explains divergent political
support better than any other explanation.

This comparison suggests that municipal elections may potentially impede the
consolidation of dominant-party regimes. Although PiS has duplicated many of
Fidesz’s national-level successes — limiting democratic contestation, reducing
media freedom, undermining the opposition, weakening the rule of law and mobil-
izing rural support in national elections — local-level races have proved beyond its
reach. We now investigate why, focusing on electoral rules and candidate strategy.

Hypotheses

If the subnational divergence between Hungary and Poland described above indi-
cates that municipal elections could impede the consolidation of dominant-party
regimes in the context of democratic backsliding, the question becomes how?
Two possibilities are favourable electoral rules and strategic coordination among
opposition candidates. Insofar as candidate strategies are adaptations to electoral
rules, the latter are theoretically a given; however, to highlight the difficulties of
opposition coordination in dominant-party regimes, we begin with strategies.

A central contention of the party competition literature is that combating a rul-
ing party requires uniting the opposition around a strong candidate: this minimizes
the risks associated with splitting the anti-regime vote among opposition candi-
dates, allowing them to form a bloc. Such coalition formation is often labelled a
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Figure 2. National Party Influence at the Subnational Level in Hungary and Poland Compared (1989-
2020)

Source: Varieties of Democracy v11.1, www.v-dem.net/en/data/data/v-dem-dataset-v111/.

Note: The scale of subnational party control is reversed and follows the scale:

0: In almost all subnational units (at least 90%), a single party controls all or virtually all policymaking bodies.

1: In most subnational units (66-90%), a single party controls all or virtually all policymaking bodies.

2: In few subnational units (less than 66%), a single party controls all or virtually all policymaking bodies.

unified opposition strategy. It has received widespread media attention in a variety
of contexts. It was implemented in Hungary’s 2019 local elections, achieving several
high-profile successes. Most opposition parties — on both the left and the far right -
supported common candidates in the mayoral elections, leading to wins in 10 (an
additional six) cities with county rights, the largest cities in Hungary (Political
Capital 2019).> Although this gave the opposition credibility and momentum, it
did not re-establish fair democratic contestation (Hegediis 2019).

Scholarly research on the strategy’s efficacy is mixed. For example, Keith Poole
and Howard Rosenthal’s analysis of voting patterns in the US Congress describes
both-ends-against-the-middle, one subtype of a unified opposition coalition, as a
‘deviant voting pattern’ (Poole and Rosenthal 2011: 6). A ruling unified opposition
coalition can be especially unstable at the national level, where its disparate member
parties need to maintain an effective coalition to prevent the plurality party from
forming a minority government (Nikolenyi 2009: 78-80). Such coalitions may
also be difficult in a dominant-party system, where the single party seeking dom-
inance is considered central to coalition formation (Sened 1996: 360-361).

There are, however, reasons to think that local-level conditions may be more
hospitable to this strategy. Mayors are executives and may not need to maintain
a governing coalition to act on local issues; unsurprisingly, the position of mayor
is the most desirable in local coalition negotiations (Laver 1989). This may create
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incentives for interparty cross-municipal cooperation, especially if contending par-
ties agree to distribute candidates equitably across the country, guaranteeing each a
reasonably similar number of mayoralties. In theory, this would allow those parties
an equitable distribution of opportunities for developing national candidates and
for disbursing resources allocated by local government.

There are also grounds to suggest that this strategy may work when local
opposition candidates face democratic backsliding, or even outright competitive
authoritarianism. As Robert Harmel and Kenneth Janda (1994: 278) have argued,
typically political parties ‘are conservative organizations and resist change’, which
augurs badly for an atypical strategy such as ‘unified opposition’. They also
argue, however, that external shocks — such as constitutional changes, changes in
longer-term electoral prospects or events that challenge ‘confidence in the correct-
ness or importance of key positions’ - may make parties open to fundamental
change (Harmel and Janda 1994: 267, 270). We argue that democratic backsliding
constitutes just this kind of shock. For vote-maximizing parties, it threatens ‘the
terms of exchange in the electoral arena’, and for policy-oriented parties, it calls
into question adherence to policy positions when democracy itself is at stake
(Harmel and Janda 1994: 265). Empirical work by Jennifer Gandhi and Ora
John Reuter (2013) finds that, in multiparty authoritarian regimes with competitive
elections, the emergence of opposition coalitions against the ruling party depends
in part on party system institutionalization and harassment of the opposition; both
are moderately high in Hungary’s emergent hybrid regime. Historically, the most
notable instances of this coalition type have occurred in Mexico against the PRI
government (Eisenstadt 2003) and in India, where Adam Ziegfeld and Maya
Tudor (2017) argue that opposition coordination plays a crucial role in defeating
the dominant Congress Party. This practice has been especially durable in
Mexico, albeit aided by the relative absence of stable ideology among the major
national parties. Elections were most frequently lost by the PRI when subnational
coalitions were formed by the largest opposition parties, PRD and PAN
(Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001: 278-281). It has been more widespread at the
gubernatorial level but is also seen locally since the 1990s (Eisenstadt 2003;
Giraudy 2015). In Turkey, Or¢un Selguk and Dilara Hekimci (2020) suggest that
opposition parties in both local and national elections have coalesced around a
democracy-authoritarian cleavage made salient by democratic backsliding.

How do these cross-national examples translate to the context of local politics in
Central Europe? Overall, we are sceptical of the viability of coordinating united
opposition coalitions in local mayoral races. First, despite the high-profile successes
in Hungary’s 2019 local elections mentioned above, there is no indication of how
the fractured opposition will fare in governing. Likewise, there is little indication
that this strategy worked in any but the largest cities, which are already predisposed
to support the opposition. Even when agreements are reached, voters may vote
against such a coalition. Jennifer Gandhi and Elvin Ong (2019) experimentally
demonstrate that if a less favoured opposition candidate emerges in a unified
opposition coalition, individual voters may defect from the opposition to a domin-
ant party. This risk is real in Hungary, where the far-right Jobbik party’s participa-
tion is numerically necessary. In Poland’s May 2019 European Parliament elections,
the opposition successfully negotiated an agreement to combat PiS but was still
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defeated (Rae 2019). In either case, we might consider the failure to make such a
coalition — organized or de facto — would probably result in fracturing the oppos-
ition vote. Second, Central European parties are generally under-institutionalized,
especially opposition parties in dominant-party systems and especially at the sub-
national level (Gendzwilt 2012).

One way we might see evidence of such coalitions would be through a reduction
in the number of candidates. The logic is simple: if fewer parties support unique
candidates, we would expect to see fewer in the race. Moreover, if local-level oppos-
ition coordination is a viable strategy in post-communist circumstances, then we
should observe a positive relationship between the number of candidates and the
dominant-party candidate’s odds of victory. Dominant-party candidates should
perform better when multiple opposition candidates are competing, indicating an
absence of coordination among opposition forces. A weak or non-existent relation-
ship would indicate that strategically limiting the number of candidates is not much
help at the polls. This logic will be most powerful under single-round,
first-past-the-post electoral rules. As discussed below, we expect that two-round
electoral rules reduce the incentives for candidate coordination, allowing for an
inverse relationship between the number of candidates and the dominant party’s
odds of success:

Hypothesis 1: The more candidates running for a mayoralty, the more likely the
ruling party is to win.

Our remaining hypotheses concern conditions affecting dominant-party success
in two-round systems. Extant scholarship suggests that this institutional variation
should impact the possibility of opposition coordination because the second
round can focus the contest into a race between the opposition candidate and
the dominant-party candidate. Aurélie Cassette et al. (2013) find variability in
two-round French mayoral elections and suggest that different factors and electo-
rates come into play between the two rounds. Broader studies of two-round elec-
tions at the presidential level find that having a majoritarian system, as opposed
to a simple majority system, favours party alternation in government (Rakner
and van de Walle 2009). A second-round election creates a clear opportunity for
the opposition to overcome some of the coalitional obstacles to forming a cordon
sanitaire against a threatening party.” If the opposition has credible fears that the
ruling party aspires to a single-party dominant regime, they have greater incentives
to overcome these obstacles. This leads to our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: A dominant party’s odds of victory decrease if a race reaches a
second round.

As indicated above, the possibility of a second round should also affect the rela-
tionship between the number of candidates and the odds of ruling-party victory in
two-round systems. The possibility of a second round limits the incentives for
opposition candidates to cooperate and unify in the first round, which would
lead us to expect more candidates entering races. How might this affect the
dominant-party candidate’s odds? In theory, at least, it could advantage the ruling-
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party candidate: Laurent Bouton (2013) argues that the ‘Ortega effect’, in which
opposition voters overestimate the chances of their candidate reaching a second
round, may advantage political blocs with more unified support. Those voters
may choose to support less viable candidates, assuming that they will have another
opportunity to vote with their head.* On the other hand, it may hurt the dominant-
party candidate’s odds by the following logic. First, even if the possibility of a
second round leads to more opposition candidates in the first round, vote-splitting
among the opposition candidates as a group does not add to the votes needed for
the ruling-party candidate to achieve an absolute majority and avoid a second
round. Second, the first round may serve as a filter for opposition-candidate quality:
the idea here is that the ruling-party candidate will face the strongest of the first-
round candidates (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006). The more candidates
there were in that first round, presumably, the more likely the one that survives
will be a strong candidate. Our final hypotheses encapsulate these arguments:

Hypothesis 3: In two-round systems, as more candidates contest an election, the
odds of a dominant-party win decrease.

Corollary to Hypothesis 3: In two-round systems, as more candidates contest an
election, the odds of a dominant-party win in the second round specifically
decrease.

Data

Our data consist of panel local-level mayoral results for all municipal elections at
the town level or higher in Poland and Hungary. Because Fidesz and PiS assume
power nationally in different years — 2010 and 2015, respectively — we base our
panel on the position of an election in the cycle of establishing regime dominance.
In both cases, we include the local election immediately before the regime takes
power nationally as a baseline panel (in Hungary, 2006; in Poland, 2014). We
then include subsequent election results after national control is established, begin-
ning with Panel 2. Table 2 shows the asynchronous distribution of panels across
election years.

We include all municipalities at the town level and higher in both countries. Our
sample comprises 895 Polish and 345 Hungarian local government units. In
Hungary, this includes all 345 towns (vdros) as of 2014. In Poland, we include
all urban (miejska) and urban-rural (miejsko-wiejska) local government units
(gmina).” Urban gmina comprise a single town/city, while urban-rural gmina con-
sist of a town and villages within its orbit.° In both cases, status as a town
(Hungary) or urban/urban-rural gmina (Poland) is determined administratively
and not based on any particular population threshold. Data on village elections
in Hungary and rural (wiejska) gmina in Poland are not included, as elections in
these areas are not typically contested by national parties; instead, we focus on
town and city politics exclusively.

Our dependent variable is whether the ruling-party candidate (PiS or Fidesz)
wins a given municipal election. We only include cases in our analysis where PiS
or Fidesz chooses to field a candidate; where they do not field a candidate, our
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Table 2. Panel Election Alignment

Country Panel 1 election Panel 2 election Panel 3 election
Hungary 2006 2010 2014
Poland 2014 2018 X

Table 3. Variable Specifications

Hungary Poland
Variable Type Possible values source source
Dominant-party DV 1 if winner, else 0 NVI KBW
winner
Number of I\ Total candidates seeking NVI KBW
candidates election
2nd-round election 1\ 1 if decided by runoff, else 0 N/A KBW
Population Control Municipal population, logged KSH GUS
Unemployment Rate Control % of job seekers/municipal KSH GUS
population
Population % over 60 Control % of municipal population KSH GUS
aged 60+
Dominant-party Control 1 if dominant-party affiliated NVI KBW
incumbent incumbent, else 0

Notes: Variable type: DV = dependent variable; IV = independent variable. Hungary source: NVI = National Election Office;
KSH = National Statistics Office. Poland source: KBW = National Electoral Office; GUS = Central Statistics Office.

dependent variable is coded as missing, so as not to bias the results. In other words,
the dominant party should not be considered to have lost a race it did not contest.
We have two independent variables of interest. To proxy pre-electoral strategic
coordination, we use the number of candidates running for office in a given muni-
cipal election.” We also use a dichotomous variable indicating whether an election
required a second round. Uncontested elections are included in our data. The data
come from the respective national election agencies and have been consolidated
into a panel data set.

We include several control variables to account for potential confounders. In
national-level elections, the strongholds of PiS and Fidesz are typically described
within the parameters of the urban-rural divide familiar from other examples of
populist resurgence. Fidesz evolved as a party catering to rural voters and main-
tained this electoral strength as it achieved structural dominance (Knutsen 2013),
while PiS performs much worse in urban areas in national elections
(Marcinkiewicz 2018). Both parties are considered to have their base in small- to
medium-sized municipalities that are less economically dynamic, whose residents
are older on average and have lower levels of educational attainment. By contrast,
the liberal opposition generally prevails in larger cities with expanding economies
and younger, better-educated residents. We control for three factors often tied to
populist party success. The first is municipal population, as resistance from
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urban centres has been prominent in challenges to dominant parties in largely
(Scheiner 2006), semi- (Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001) and un-democratic
(Wallace 2013) contexts. The second is economic distress, operationalized as the
local unemployment rate. The third is generational-cultural backlash, the idea
being that support for illiberal populists is driven by a return to traditional values
in the face of progressive cultural change, especially among older voters (Norris and
Inglehart 2019). We operationalize this as the percentage of the local population
over 60 years old.

Finally, we include a dummy variable to control for the presence of a
dominant-party affiliated incumbent in the race. Incumbency is generally consid-
ered advantageous for a candidate in any type of election, but research shows it
to be especially valuable in mayoral contests (Freier 2015; Holbrook and
Weinschenk 2014). Blane Lewis (2020) also finds that pre-election coalitions may
not matter for incumbent mayors as much as for challengers; this indicates that
an incumbent affiliated with a nationally dominant party may be especially well
insulated against a united opposition coalition. In Poland specifically, Jarostaw
Flis (2018) argues that incumbency is advantageous in local elections, while in
Hungary Stenberg (2018) finds that opposition incumbents make it substantively
less likely for Fidesz to win mayoralties. The perceived strength of an incumbent
becomes an important strategic calculation for potential candidates seeking election
as mayor (Flis et al. 2018). Dominant-party incumbents may be especially advan-
taged in Polish and Hungarian mayoral elections due to the politicization of the
media apparatus by the nationally dominant party (Turska-Kawa and Wojtasik
2020).

Control variable data come from the respective national statistical agency’s sub-
national data sets; population uses logged electoral year estimates. Table 3 sum-
marizes the variables.

To analyse these data, we use a panel logit model since our key dependent vari-
able is dichotomous. We use a random effects model, as there is not sufficient vari-
ation within each case across time on all variables of interest (Bell and Jones 2015).
Random effects also capture differences between cities that do not vary systematic-
ally. Where appropriate, country and cycle fixed effects are included.

Limitations

Like all research based on observational data, our analysis is likely subject to omit-
ted variable bias. To reduce this bias, we include both cycle fixed effects and, when
results are pooled, country fixed effects. We use cycle fixed effects rather than yearly
fixed effects because in the year of overlap (2014) there is little reason to expect that
the international political environment would affect both countries systematically;
instead, variation in party situation in 2014 (Fidesz in the second local election after
regime establishment v. PiS running before achieving national success) would
create more conflict than including yearly fixed effects would reduce.

There are also slight differences with the construction of the local government
tier in Hungary and Poland. The urban gmina, which consists solely of one
Polish municipality, and Hungarian vdros are directly comparable: they are local
governments comprising single municipal units. However, urban-rural gmina
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differ. These gmina include not only a town but also several small surrounding vil-
lages. Thus, there is a possibility that voters in the surrounding villages behave sys-
tematically differently from voters in towns. We include these gmina because we do
not want to miss political dynamics in the central towns; however, this comes at the
cost of the dilution of ‘urbanness’, even if the urban-rural gmina are centred on a
core municipality.®

A second point regarding the data is our coding of party affiliation in Poland.
The plurality of mayoral candidates in Poland’s municipal elections run as indepen-
dents. However, the unsystematic nature of how election data are recorded tends to
obscure the influence of national party organizations, and thus magnify the visibil-
ity of independents. Independents are typically identified on election ballots under
such names as the ‘The Electoral Committee of Voters of CANDIDATE sO-AND-SO” or
‘“The Electoral Committee of Voters for a Better FiLL-IN-CITY-NAME'. When a candi-
date is supported by a national-level party, the name of the electoral committee will
often, but not always, reflect it: for example, ‘Electoral Committee Law and Justice’.
The Polish Electoral Commission’s official data also provide information regarding
declared membership in a national party and support of a national party.
Unfortunately, these data are not collected systematically. Often, the party member-
ship and party support variables are missing, but the name of the electoral list
clearly indicates a party connection. It can also happen that the electoral committee
indicates an independent candidate, but the party membership variable declares an
affiliation. Looking at only one of these three variables makes national party orga-
nizations seem much less visible at the local level than reading all three together
would. In our coding, we take the most comprehensive approach. Specifically, we
code a candidate as affiliated with a national party if: (1) she is a member of a
national party; (2) she is supported by a party; or (3) she runs on a ballot listing
the name of a national party. If a candidate meets none of these conditions, we
code her as independent. In Hungary, while there is non-zero switching between
independent and party-affiliated status, party affiliation among mayoral candidates
is widespread, and this issue is less present in the data.

Results

Table 4 summarizes our statistical analysis of the factors influencing dominant-
party candidates’ odds of victory. For more intuitive interpretation, we present
the odds-ratios - that is, the percentage change in the odds of victory for a unit
change in a given independent variable (Online Appendix A reports the logistic
regression coefficients). The models are organized into three groups, with
country-specific subsets depending on the hypotheses under examination: a first
set of baseline models with only the control variables included; a second set
focusing on unified opposition strategies; and a third set examining two-round
electoral systems.

Considering only our control variables (Models 1-3), the evidence in Table 4
suggests differing degrees of local-level hegemony for Fidesz and PiS. In Poland,
PiS has been unable to overcome its mobilizational disadvantages in larger cities.
There is a statistically significant decrease in the odds of PiS winning a mayoral
election associated with an increase in municipal population (the effect of other
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Table 4. Odds Ratios (Dependent variable: win by dominant party).

Controls only

Unified opposition models

2-round models
(Poland only)

Poland Hungary Poland & Poland Hungary Poland & All All 2nd round
only only Hungary only only Hungary rounds rounds only
(1) () 3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) )
Population (logged) 0.324** 1.805* 0.806 0.403* 1.891* 0.933 0.551 0.429* 0.489
(0.118) (0.499) (0.142) (0.156) (0.544) (0.176) (0.326) (0.170) (0.231)
Unemployment rate 3.353 0.609 1.114 6.752 0.684 2.523 245360 6.67 4016
(23.76) (2.056) (2.852) (47.47) (2.323) (6.538) (2782183)  (47.41) (33278)
% Over 60 yrs old 0.0003 13.23 0.085 0.001 14.65 0.151 0.0001 0.0018 0.00005
(0.0014) (37.65) (0.182) (0.005) (41.90) (0.325) (0.0009) (0.0084) (0.00030)
Cycle year=2 0.884 1.123 0.937 0.797 1.129 0.893 1.142 0.764 0.770
(0.281) (0.267) (0.142) (0.257) (0.270) (0.137) (0.519) (0.250) (0.318)
Cycle year=3 0.898 0.715 0.912 0.713
(0.241) (0.171) (0.247) (0.171)
Country = Hungary 6.776*** 6.565***
(1.281) (1.236)
Dominant-party incumbent 39.48*** 6.79%** 14.97*** 36.68*** 6.63*** 14.35*** 34.20%** 14.58***
(12.88) (1.63) (2.41) (11.93) (1.61) (2.32) (11.01) (6.11)
Number of candidates 0.880 0.953 0.899* 0.368*** 0.556** 0.916
(0.075) (0.069) (0.045) (0.087) (0.109) (0.103)
Decided in 2nd round 0.093* 0.277
(0.092) (0.207)
2nd round x number of 2.359** 1.690*
candidates (0.635) (0.345)
Constant 52.40* 0.046* 0.476 26.76 0.044* 0.340 32.38 61.49* 25.88
(93.82) (0.065) (0.442 (48.83) (0.062)* (0.322) (93.69) (117.96) (56.10)
Observations 1110 771 1881 1110 771 1881 1110 1110 544

Notes: Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.

(44°)
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controls seems to be subsumed by population size). In Hungary, there is no such
association with population size, which is surprising given the traditional urban
strength of left-wing opposition parties against dominant-party regimes. The coun-
try fixed effects for Hungary are statistically significant and substantively large,
indicating that the dominant party is much more likely to win in Hungary than
in Poland. In both countries, the presence of a dominant-party incumbent is asso-
ciated with a far greater likelihood of a dominant-party election win. Having a
dominant-party incumbent in the race increases the odds of a dominant-party
victory from anywhere between about 7 times (Models 2 and 5) and 40 times
(Model 1).” This accords with the broader literature on incumbency in mayoral
elections (Freier 2015; Holbrook and Weinschenk 2014) as well as specific findings
about incumbency in previous local Polish elections (Gendzwilt and Zéttak 2014).
These results confirm the basic trends in the descriptive data presented in Table 1
and Figure 2, which show the contrast in dominant-party success across both
countries.

Models 4-6 analyse the efficacy of unified opposition strategies, as operationa-
lized through Hypothesis 1. Only Model 6 shows a statistically significant relation-
ship between the number of candidates and the dominant-party candidate’s odds of
victory; however, individual country models do not reach statistical significance."
Another way to visualize this relationship is in terms of the estimated probability of
a dominant-party victory — as opposed to the change in the odds of victory, as we
have done thus far (see Figure 3). Contra Hypothesis 1, Figure 3 shows a decreasing
probability of dominant-party victory with more candidates (based on Models 4
and 5), though, again, it is not statistically significant. Because its single-round
rules should most incentivize opposition candidate coordination, the lack of a rela-
tionship is most striking for Hungary (Model 5). This result could be either because
of the advantages of Fidesz incumbency (the ‘Dominant party incumbent’ term) or
because the under-institutionalization of opposition parties at the local level makes
coordination too difficult. We suspect both are at play. Turning to Poland (Model
4), the lack of relationship between number of candidates and dominant-party vic-
tory is less surprising given that the possibility of a second round decreases the
incentive for opposition coordination. In sum, Models 4-6 strongly suggest that
strategic opposition coordination is insufficient to prevent the consolidation of
dominant-party regimes at the local level.

That dominant-party candidates do not benefit from facing a fractured oppos-
ition in Poland could indicate that electoral rules disadvantage dominant-party
candidates, as Models 7-9 probe. These models add two independent variables
to capture the effects of runoff rules. The first is a dummy variable indicating
whether a race went to a second round (‘Decided in 2nd round’); it offers a straight-
forward test of Hypothesis 2, that a dominant-party candidate’s odds of victory
decrease if a race goes to two rounds because of the runoff’s clarifying effect.
Second, an interaction term, 2nd round x number of candidates’, allows us to
address Hypothesis 3 and its corollary, as explained below.

Regarding the clarifying effect of a second round, Models 7 and 8 provide quali-
fied support for Hypothesis 2. In Model 7, the odds of a dominant-party victory
decrease significantly in races that go to a second round (variable: ‘Decided in
2nd round’): for such races, the odds of dominant-party victory are reduced by
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Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities of a Dominant-Party Win by Number of Candidates (with 95% confi-

dence intervals)

90.7%. When the presence of a PiS incumbent candidate is accounted for (Model
8), however, this effect is more attenuated, and it falls just below the 0.05 threshold
of statistical significance (p=0.086). This leaves open the possibility that the
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Figure 4. Predicted Probabilities of a Dominant-Party Win in Poland (by number of candidates and
rounds, with 95% confidence intervals)

second round may offer a clarifying effect, especially considering the significance of
the interaction term, as discussed below.

The evidence supports Hypothesis 3: as the number of candidates in two-round
systems increases, the odds of a dominant-party win decrease. In Model 7, the effect
of the number of candidates is negative, substantively large and statistically signifi-
cant at the 0.001 level, when considering the effect of elections decided in the first
round. For each additional candidate in the race, the odds of a dominant-party win
decrease by 63.2%. Including the ‘Dominant-party incumbent’ variable — which we
saw earlier to be very powerful - in Model 8 moderates the effect somewhat but it
remains highly statistically significant and substantively important. Figure 4 illus-
trates the interaction between number of candidates and election round in terms
of estimated probabilities. It suggests no evidence for the ‘Ortega effect’ in Polish
elections — that is, that opposition candidates overestimate their chances of advan-
cing and thereby make it easier for the dominant party to win in the first round.
Instead, our results suggest that increasing the number of candidates simply divides
the vote among more options, thereby reducing the dominant party’s chances in
the first round. In short, there is no penalty to having more opposition candidates.

In the corollary to Hypothesis 3, we hypothesized that more candidates in the
first round may decrease a dominant-party candidate’s odds in the second round
specifically by ensuring that she faces a strong challenger (the filter effect). In
Model 8, the interaction effect between the number of candidates and the
second-round variable shows a statistically significant difference in how the number
of candidates affects races decided in the first round versus those decided in the
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second: specifically, the impact of the number of candidates on second-round races
is much smaller, and is, in fact, effectively zero (see Figure 4).'' To determine
whether the number of candidates retains an effect within second-round elections,
Model 9 examines only those Polish elections decided in the second round. We find
that the number of candidates does not significantly impact the likelihood of PiS
winning. Thus, we do not find strong support for a filter effect.

We draw the following general conclusions from this analysis. First, since the
impact of the number of candidates is much higher in races that do not reach
the second round, there appears to be little cost to an especially appealing inde-
pendent or opposition candidate for each additional candidate in the race; she
can still win in the first round. Second, in elections reaching the second round,
the number of candidates seems not to play a major role: this indicates that the
opposition is not weakened by being more fractured before the election. We con-
clude therefore that, once the election has reached the second round, the number
of candidates does not impact the likelihood of the dominant party winning in
either direction. In sum, the negative relationship between the number of candi-
dates and the dominant party’s chances of victory in all Polish elections appears
to be related to the clarifying effect of a second electoral round regardless of the
number of candidates. While Model 9 does not demonstrate a clear filtering effect,
it remains plausible that a larger number of candidates increases the likelihood of
the strongest opposition candidate advancing, but that the strength of this candi-
date is not impacted by the number of candidates.

Conclusion

In both Hungary and Poland an elected right-wing party has changed laws, rules
and institutions to ensure that they maintain electoral control. Both remain success-
ful nationally, each handily winning their most recent national parliamentary elec-
tion. This article has investigated whether local-level mayoral elections might
constitute an arena for opposition politicians to challenge the dominant PiS and
Fidesz parties and, if so, how. Our findings indicate that, given the under-
institutionalization of local parties and the strong advantages of dominant-party
incumbents, opposition success at the local level is difficult to achieve if it must
rest on strategic electoral coordination alone. Our findings do suggest that domin-
ant parties are more vulnerable in local races based on two-round electoral rules
than in simple majority ones. This institutional variation offers a plausible explan-
ation for why PiS has been less successful than Fidesz in extending its dominance to
local government.

Our findings have implications for party politics in both countries. In Hungary,
absent an incumbent to coalesce around, the strategy of forming a unified oppos-
ition coalition may not be a panacea, despite considerable media attention. National
parties have embraced this strategy for the 2022 parliamentary elections, agreeing
that they will field a joint candidate for prime minister and party lists after
Fidesz pushed through reforms designed to make a looser coalition impossible
(Bayer 2020). It is possible, however, that it may be preferable to maintain a diverse
opposition so that voters feel a greater sense of choice. In Japan, attempts to form a
broad opposition coalition through strategic withdrawal of candidates ultimately
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reduced voter interest in the election and brought about a dominant-party victory
(Scheiner et al. 2016).

That said, these findings should not be seen deterministically. We would not sug-
gest to opposition parties in hybrid regimes that a unified opposition coalition is a
failed strategy, rather that they should not expect automatic success. Opposition par-
ties need to balance cooperation and their own, individual electoral prospects. The
value of incumbency in local elections means that individual parties also have to
consider the potential ramifications of ceding control to another opposition party.
Given the instability in the Hungarian party system, especially among left parties,
party survival is a salient concern for party leaders. Consequently, even when
cooperation might make an opposition electoral victory possible in a particular
race, it still may be a losing proposition for an individual party’s long-term viability.

In Poland, too, the opposition should be wary of any pre-election coalition for-
mation given the variance in electoral structures. Our findings show that PiS is sub-
stantively less likely to win elections that go to the second round and elections with
more candidates. However, our findings raise questions about the mechanisms by
which the possibility of a runoff helps opposition candidates. The evidence suggests
that runoffs reduce the costs of a fractured opposition (the clarifying effect), but we
do not find clear evidence that they help filter out weaker opposition challengers.
Future research should investigate the reasons behind these findings, both specific-
ally in the Polish context but also in larger comparative work. A practical takeaway
is nevertheless clear: if an increase in number of candidates is associated with
decreasing likelihood of dominant-party victories, there is little need for disparate
opposition parties to spend time and resources trying to negotiate painful conces-
sions for coalitions that might otherwise be politically unpalatable. Investigating the
effects of candidate quality in dominant regime perpetuation would be a promising
avenue for future research. Additionally, future research can examine why Poland’s
PiS has not adopted some of the more aggressive subnational strategies of Fidesz.
While these strategies would undermine subnational democracy, they would enable
the further consolidation of their party’s control.

Finally, to consider Hungary and Poland in terms of broader trajectories of
democratic backsliding, our findings point to underlying weakness for PiS.
Fidesz has extended its dominance to local politics in concrete ways, eliminating
a primary avenue for opposition parties to build up credibility to challenge a
dominant-party regime. PiS has had no such success. Descriptive statistics show
that it wins many fewer races than Fidesz, and we see no statistically significant
cycle effect in Poland to suggest the regime is consolidating over time. Poland
seems more likely to follow historical examples where threats to a dominant
party emerge after achieving subnational electoral success, demonstrating their via-
bility to challenge the regime. Warsaw Mayor Rafal Trzaskowski emerging as the
strongest challenger to Polish President Andrzej Duda in the 2020 Polish presiden-
tial election is perhaps the best example of this potential. Naturally, it is important
to remember that democratic backsliding is not only a question of how competitive
elections are, especially municipal ones. In particular, Fidesz’s and PiS’s tactics
show backsliding is also a question of the independence of the judiciary and
media. Even if the playing field of municipal politics remains level, it will not
immediately correct the national field’s tilt. However, just as backsliding is often
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a chipping away at democracy’s foundations, so too might a weakening of
dominant-party influence begin locally before it reaches the top.

Supplementary material. To view the supplementary material for this article, please go to https:/doi.org/
10.1017/gov.2021.12.
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Notes

1 As a practical matter, we would add that the municipal elections in our analysis occurred when the
V-Dem Institute and Freedom House still classified both regimes as electoral democracies.

2 In practice, unified opposition candidates in Hungary are associated with a ‘lead’ party — the party listed
first under their candidate registration. This accords with Laver’s (1989) findings that cross-municipal
cooperation may be necessary to overcoming the barriers to unified opposition coalition.

3 The possibility exists that a runoff can structurally advantage the dominant party if the alternatives are
not considered palatable (see Valenzuela 1993: 7-9).

4 Another possible outcome may come from strategic error on the part of voters. Higher victory thresholds
make it still more difficult to oust a dominant party, especially in weaker democracies (Birch 2003).

5 Data are unavailable for the medium-sized Polish city of Zielona Géra due to its merger with the sur-
rounding rural district in 2015.

6 While some controls allow for splitting urban-rural gmina into ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ parts, electoral returns
are not broken down similarly, so the district as a whole is considered.

7 This variable considers neither candidate viability nor votes received. It is possible that only two candi-
dates in a race are viable, and that each additional candidate may get a very small percentage of the vote. As
a robustness check, in Online Appendix C the models are rerun with only candidates receiving over 10% of
the vote.

8 Robustness checks on this are available in Online Appendices B, D and E. Appendix B controls for sub-
urban status, defined according to the Functional Urban Area criteria. Appendix D considers the impact of
electoral system changes in city council elections (cities over 20,000 in Poland and over 10,000 in Hungary),
which some argue impact mayoral elections (Gendzwilt and Zéttak 2017; Soés 2015). Appendix E includes
a dummy variable accounting for urban-rural status.

9 See Online Appendix A.

10 We posited this might reflect multicollinearity between population and number of candidates but this is
not the case. The correlation between the number of candidates and the municipal population was 0.26 in
Hungary and 0.40 in Poland.

11 Referring to the logistic regression results in Online Appendix A, in Model 8, the impact of number of
candidates for second-round elections only is the sum of the coefficients for the number of candidates and
the interaction effect, or —0.063, compared with —0.588 for first-round races.

References

Bajomi-Lazar P (2017) Particularistic and Universalistic Media Policies: Inequalities in the Media in
Hungary. Javnost - The Public 24(2), 162-172. https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2017.1288781.

Bayer L (2020) Hungarian Opposition Unites in Bid to Unseat Viktor Orban. Politico, 20 December. www.
politico.eu/article/hungary-opposition-unites-in-bid-to-unseat-orban/.

Bell A and Jones K (2015) Explaining Fixed Effects: Random Effects Modeling of Time-Series
Cross-Sectional and Panel Data. Political Science Research and Methods 3(1), 133-153. https:/doi.org/
10.1017/psrm.2014.7.

Birch S (2003) Two-Round Electoral Systems and Democracy. Comparative Political Studies 36(3), 319-
344. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414002250678.

Bouton L (2013) A Theory of Strategic Voting in Runoff Elections. American Economic Review 103(4),
1248-1288. https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.103.4.1248.

Bozoki A and Hegediis D (2018) An Externally Constrained Hybrid Regime: Hungary in the European
Union. Democratization 25(7), 1173-1189. https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1455664.


https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2017.1288781
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2017.1288781
http://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-opposition-unites-in-bid-to-unseat-orban/
http://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-opposition-unites-in-bid-to-unseat-orban/
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2014.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2014.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2014.7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414002250678
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414002250678
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.103.4.1248
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.103.4.1248
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1455664
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1455664
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition 529

Carey JM and Polga-Hecimovich J (2006) Primary Elections and Candidate Strength in Latin America.
Journal of Politics 68(3), 530-543. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00443 x.

Cassette A, Farvacque E and Héricourt J (2013) Two-Round Elections, One-Round Determinants?
Evidence from the French Municipal Elections. Public Choice 156(3-4), 563-591. https:/doi.org/
10.1007/s11127-012-9913-4.

Diaz-Cayeros A and Magaloni B (2001) Party Dominance and the Logic of Electoral Design in Mexico’s
Transition to Democracy. Journal of Theoretical Politics 13(3), 271-293. https://doi.org/10.1177/
095169280101300303.

Eisenstadt TA (2003) Courting Democracy in Mexico: Party Strategies and Electoral Institutions. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Enyedi Z (2018) Democratic Backsliding and Academic Freedom in Hungary. Perspectives on Politics 16(4),
1067-1074. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718002165.

Flis J (2018) Wybory samorzgdowe — wzory zaangazowania. Warsaw: Fundacja im. Stefana Batorego. www.
batory.org.pl/upload/files/Programy%20operacyjne/Masz%20Glos/Jaroslaw%20Flis_Wybory%20samor
zadowe.pdf.

Flis J, Gendzwill A and Stolicki D (2018) Rywale wlodarzy. Do$wiadczenia i szanse samorzagdowych
pretendentdw. e-Politikon 26, 33-64. http://oapuw.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/e-Politikon-26-numer.
pdf.

Freedom House (2020) Hungary. Nations in Transit 2020. https:/freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/
nations-transit/2020.

Freier R (2015) The Mayor’s Advantage: Causal Evidence on Incumbency Effects in German Mayoral
Elections. European Journal of Political Economy 40, 16-30. https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2015.07.
005.

Gandhi J and Ong E (2019) Committed or Conditional Democrats? Opposition Dynamics in Electoral
Autocracies. American Journal of Political Science 63(4), 948-963. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12441.
Gandhi J and Reuter OJ (2013) The Incentives for Pre-Electoral Coalitions in Non-Democratic Elections.

Democratization 20(1), 137-159. https:/doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.738865.

Gendzwill A (2012) Independent Mayors and Local Lists in Large Polish Cities: Towards a Non-Partisan
Model of Local Government? Local Government Studies 38(4), 501-518. https:/doi.org/10.1080/
03003930.2011.649915.

Gendzwilt A and Zéltak T (2014) Why Do Non-Partisans Challenge Parties in Local Politics? The
(Extreme) Case of Poland. Europe-Asia Studies 66(7), 1122-1145. https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.
2014.927644.

Gendzwill A and Zéttak T (2017) How Single-Member Districts are Reinforcing Local Independents and
Strengthening Mayors: On the Electoral Reform in Polish Local Government. Local Government Studies
43(1), 110-131. https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2016.1254624.

Gibson EL (2012) Boundary Control: Subnational Authoritarianism in Federal Democracies. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Giraudy A (2015) Democrats and Autocrats: Pathways of Subnational Undemocratic Regime Continuity
Within Democratic Countries. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Harmel R and Janda K (1994) An Integrated Theory of Party Goals and Party Change. Journal of
Theoretical Politics 6(3), 259-287. https://doi.org/10.1177/0951692894006003001.

Hegediis D (2019) Hungary’s Sudden Political Reshuffle Broke Orban’s Power Monopoly. In Transatlantic
Take.  https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2019/10/18/hungarys-sudden-political-reshuffle-broke-orbans-power-
monopoly.

Holbrook TM and Weinschenk AC (2014) Money, Candidates, and Mayoral Elections. Electoral Studies
35, 292-302. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2014.02.002.

Hopkins V and Shotter J (2019) Liberal Mayors from Visegrad Four Unite to Defy Own Governments.
Financial Times, 15 December. www.ft.com/content/e9128e40-1d72-11ea-97df-cc63deld73f4.

Jakli L and Stenberg M (2021) Everyday Illiberalism: How Hungarian Subnational Politics Propel
Single-party Dominance. Governance 34(2), 315-334. https:/doi.org/10.1111/gove.12497.

Kelemen RD (2017) Europe’s Other Democratic Deficit: National Authoritarianism in Europe’s
Democratic Union. Government and Opposition: An International Journal of Comparative Politics 52
(2), 211-238. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.41.

Key VO (1984) Southern Politics in State and Nation. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press.


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00443.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2006.00443.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/095169280101300303
https://doi.org/10.1177/095169280101300303
https://doi.org/10.1177/095169280101300303
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718002165
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718002165
https://www.batory.org.pl/upload/files/Programy%20operacyjne/Masz%20Glos/Jaroslaw%20Flis_Wybory%20samorzadowe.pdf
https://www.batory.org.pl/upload/files/Programy%20operacyjne/Masz%20Glos/Jaroslaw%20Flis_Wybory%20samorzadowe.pdf
https://www.batory.org.pl/upload/files/Programy%20operacyjne/Masz%20Glos/Jaroslaw%20Flis_Wybory%20samorzadowe.pdf
http://oapuw.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/e-Politikon-26-numer.pdf
http://oapuw.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/e-Politikon-26-numer.pdf
http://oapuw.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/e-Politikon-26-numer.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/nations-transit/2020
https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/nations-transit/2020
https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/nations-transit/2020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2015.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2015.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2015.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12441
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12441
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.738865
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.738865
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2011.649915
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2011.649915
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2011.649915
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2014.927644
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2014.927644
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2014.927644
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2016.1254624
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2016.1254624
https://doi.org/10.1177/0951692894006003001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0951692894006003001
https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2019/10/18/hungarys-sudden-political-reshuffle-broke-orbans-power-monopoly
https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2019/10/18/hungarys-sudden-political-reshuffle-broke-orbans-power-monopoly
https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2019/10/18/hungarys-sudden-political-reshuffle-broke-orbans-power-monopoly
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2014.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2014.02.002
https://www.ft.com/content/e9128e40-1d72-11ea-97df-cc63de1d73f4
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12497
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12497
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.41
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.41
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

530 Conor O’Dwyer and Matthew Stenberg

Kjer U (2012) Local Politics: Incubator or Respirator for Political Parties. In Blom-Hansen J,
Green-Pedersen C and Skaaning S-E (eds), Democracy, Elections and Political Parties: Essays in
Honor of Jorgen Elklit. Aarhus: Politica, pp. 201-209.

Knutsen O (2013) Social Structure, Social Coalitions and Party Choice in Hungary. Communist and
Post-Communist Studies 46(1), 25-38. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.12.003.

Kovacs K and Scheppele KL (2018) The Fragility of an Independent Judiciary: Lessons from Hungary and
Poland - and the European Union. Communist and Post-Communist Studies 51(3), 189-200. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2018.07.005.

Kover A (2015) Captured by State and Church: Concerns about Civil Society in Democratic Hungary.
Nonprofit Policy Forum 6(2), 187-202. https://doi.org/10.1515/npf-2014-0010.

Ladner A, Keuffer N, Baldersheim H et al. (2019) Patterns of Local Autonomy in Europe. Governance and
Public Management Series. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Laver M (1989) Theories of Coalition Formation and Local Government Coalitions. In Mellors C and
Pijnenburg B (eds), Political Parties and Coalitions in European Local Government. New York:
Routledge, pp. 15-33.

Levitsky S and Way LA (2010) Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lewis BD (2020) How do Mayors get Elected? The Causal Effects of Pre-electoral Coalitions on Mayoral
Election Outcomes in Indonesia. Local Government Studies 46(3), 394-413. https:/doi.org/10.1080/
03003930.2019.1627334.

Maerz SF, Lithrmann A, Hellmeier S et al. (2020) State of the World 2019: Autocratization Surges —
Resistance Grows. Democratization 27(6), 909-927. https:/doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1758670.
Marcinkiewicz K (2018) The Economy or an Urban-Rural Divide? Explaining Spatial Patterns of Voting
Behaviour in Poland. East European Politics and Societies: and Cultures 32(4), 693-719. https://doi.org/

10.1177/0888325417739955.

Mares I and Young LE (2019) Varieties of Clientelism in Hungarian Elections. Comparative Politics 51(3),
449-480.

Nikolenyi C (2009) Minority Governments in India: The Puzzle of Elusive Majorities. New York: Routledge.

Norris P and Inglehart R (2019) Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authoritarian Populism.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

O’Dwyer C (2019) How Poland’s Attacks on LGBT Rights Strengthened the Polish LGBT Movement.
Washington Post, Monkey Cage. 26 April. www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/04/26/how-polands-
attacks-lgbt-rights-strengthened-polish-lgbt-movement/.

Political Capital (2019) Opposition Breakthrough in the Municipal Election. 14 October. https:/political
capital.hu/news.php?article_id=2455.

Poole KT and Rosenthal HL (2011) Ideology and Congress, 2nd edn. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction
Publishers.

Przeworski A and Teune H (1970) The Logic of Comparative Social Inquiry. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Rae G (2019) Polish Opposition United to Beat Populists in Euro Elections - and Failed. openDemocracy,
10 June. www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/polish-opposition-united-to-beat-populists-
in-euro-elections-and-failed/.

Rakner L and van de Walle N (2009) Opposition Weakness in Africa. Journal of Democracy 20(3), 108-
121. https://doi.org/10.1353/j0d.0.0096.

Regulski J (1996) Droga do demokracji, droga do samorzadu. In Sochacka E and Krasko T (eds),
Rzeczpospolita Demokracji Lokalnej. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Samorzadowe, pp. 9-27.

Sadurski W (2018) How Democracy Dies (in Poland): A Case Study of Anti-Constitutional Populist
Backsliding. Legal Studies Research Paper 18/01, January. Sydney: Sydney Law School.

Sadurski W (2019) Polish Constitutional Tribunal Under PiS: From an Activist Court, to a Paralysed
Tribunal, to a Governmental Enabler. Hague Journal on the Rule of Law 11(1), 63-84. https://doi.org/
10.1007/540803-018-0078-1.

Scheiner E (2006) Democracy Without Competition in Japan: Opposition Failure in a One-Party Dominant
State. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Scheiner E, Smith DM and Thies MF (2016) The 2014 Japanese Election Results: The Opposition
Cooperates but Fails to Inspire. In Pekkanen RJ, Reed SR and Scheiner E (eds), Japan Decides 2014.
London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 22-38.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2012.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2018.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2018.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2018.07.005
https://doi.org/10.1515/npf-2014-0010
https://doi.org/10.1515/npf-2014-0010
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2019.1627334
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2019.1627334
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2019.1627334
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1758670
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1758670
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325417739955
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325417739955
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325417739955
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/04/26/how-polands-attacks-lgbt-rights-strengthened-polish-lgbt-movement/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/04/26/how-polands-attacks-lgbt-rights-strengthened-polish-lgbt-movement/
https://politicalcapital.hu/news.php?article_id=2455
https://politicalcapital.hu/news.php?article_id=2455
https://politicalcapital.hu/news.php?article_id=2455
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/polish-opposition-united-to-beat-populists-in-euro-elections-and-failed/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/polish-opposition-united-to-beat-populists-in-euro-elections-and-failed/
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.0.0096
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.0.0096
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40803-018-0078-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40803-018-0078-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40803-018-0078-1
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition 531

Selguk O and Hekimci D (2020) The Rise of the Democracy—Authoritarianism Cleavage and Opposition
Coordination in Turkey (2014-19). Democratization 27(8), 1496-1514. https:/doi.org/10.1080/
13510347.2020.1803841.

Sened I (1996) A Model of Coalition Formation: Theory and Evidence. Journal of Politics 58(2), 350-372.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2960230.

Sods G (2015) Local Government Institutionalization in Hungary. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

So6s G and Dobos G (2014) Against the Trend: Re-Centralization of the Local Government System in
Hungary. Conference Paper. Montreal.

Stanley B and Cze$nik M (2019) Populism in Poland. In Stockemer D (ed.), Populism Around the World.
Cham: Springer International Publishing, pp. 67-87.

Stegmaier M and Marcinkiewicz K (2019) Networks, Expertise, and Research Design: A Structured Focused
Comparison of Electoral Rules and Election Results. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Stenberg M (2018) Subnational Consolidation in Dominant Party Regimes: Evidence from Hungarian
Mayoral Elections. Conference Paper. Boston.

Turska-Kawa A and Wojtasik W (2020) Incumbency Advantage in the Context of Electoral Manipulation.
Experiences of Local Elections in Poland. Lex Localis - Journal of Local Self-Government 18(4), 647-674.
https://doi.org/10.4335/18.3.647-674(2020).

Valenzuela A (1993) Latin America: Presidentialism in Crisis. Journal of Democracy 4(4), 3-16. https:/doi.
org/10.1353/j0d.1993.0059.

Wallace J (2013) Cities, Redistribution, and Authoritarian Regime Survival. Journal of Politics 75(3), 632
645. https://doi.org/10.1017/50022381613000340.

Ziegfeld A and Tudor M (2017) How Opposition Parties Sustain Single-Party Dominance: Lessons from
India. Party Politics 23(3), 262-273. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068815593455.

Cite this article: O’'Dwyer C, Stenberg M (2022). Local-Level Democratic Backsliding? The Consolidation
of Aspiring Dominant-Party Regimes in Hungary and Poland. Government and Opposition: An
International Journal of Comparative Politics 57, 508-531. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12


https://doi.org/10.2307/2960230
https://doi.org/10.2307/2960230
https://doi.org/10.4335/18.3.647-674(2020)
https://doi.org/10.4335/18.3.647-674(2020)
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1993.0059
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1993.0059
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1993.0059
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381613000340
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381613000340
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.12

	Local-Level Democratic Backsliding? The Consolidation of Aspiring Dominant-Party Regimes in Hungary and Poland
	Democratic backsliding from a local perspective
	Mayoral election success: similar conditions, different outcomes
	Hypotheses
	Data
	Limitations

	Results
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Notes
	References


