
Something may be rotten in the state of Denmark, but it is
definitely not the electoral system. So says Asger
Gyldenkærne, a Danish historian and political analyst I

interviewed last week in northern Jutland. Indeed, he is so
satisfied with the Danish voting system he is unable to name a
single downside. ‘I can’t think of any,’ he admits. ‘There are only
positives and I believe the vast majority of Danes would agree.’
Unlike Canada’s electoral system, the one in Denmark is

based on proportionality. That means the nation-wide popular
vote determines how many seats each party receives in
parliament (the Folketing). If a party garners 20% of the overall
popular vote, for example, it receives 20% of the seats in
parliament. It’s as simple as that. False majorities, which are so
common in Canada, cannot exist. And riding boundaries do not
stop people from joining forces with like-minded voters in other
parts of the country.
According to Gyldenkærne, Denmark had a system similar

to that of Canada and the UK prior to 1915, but, as more and
more people moved into the cities, it became apparent the voting
system was deeply flawed and in need of modernization. Adding
to the momentum for change was a growing sense of solidarity
among Danes as they realized the benefits of collectives, labour
unions and other forms of cooperation.
There was strong resistance to electoral reform from parties

who stood to lose seats, but the desire of the populace for a more
democratic society was too strong to ignore and a new voting
system based on proportional representation was adopted.
Since that time, Denmark has moved on to become one of

the richest, most progressive nations on the planet (despite
breathtakingly high taxes and a bureaucracy that can drive any
sane person to drink). It has a comprehensive social safety net
that extends from cradle to grave, less income disparity than
most other developed nations, and a citizenry that is consistently
ranked among the happiest in the world.
Much of this progress, according to Gyldenkærne, stems

directly from the voting system and the politics that flow from
it. ‘The turnout at every election is well over 80% because we
know our votes are not wasted,’ he says. ‘We all feel we can make
a difference.’
Surprisingly, there has not been a single-party majority

government since the new voting system was introduced in 1915.
The norm, rather, is to have majority coalition governments,
where two or more parties agree to work together, or, as is
currently the case, a minority government that, through
negotiation and compromise, gains support from other parties
one issue at a time. When the government can no longer secure
a majority of votes for its most significant policies, a new general
election is called.
One great advantage of this type of government is that there

is almost always broad support for laws that are passed.
‘Historically, 85% of Danish laws have the support of at least
80% of elected representatives,’ says Gyldenkærne. ‘This means
there is very little policy flip-flopping from one government to
the next.’
This contrasts starkly with Canada where many laws and

policies are passed by MPs who, despite their majority, often
represent only a minority of voters, and where governments
spend much of their time undoing the work of predecessors. A
good example is the decision of the Trudeau government to halt
the shutdown of veteran services offices, and re-instate the
mandatory long-form census which was dropped by the Harper
Conservatives.
One might think such a system of constant negotiation and

compromise would result in unstable governments and all-too-
frequent elections. But not so. According to Gyldenkærne, the
parties usually figure out how to cooperate and make things
work. The most common interval between elections is three to
four years.
Nor does the Danish system result in an unmanageable

number of parties. At least 20,000 signatures are required to
form a new party, and no party can gain representation in
parliament with less than 2% of the national vote. The result, at
the moment, is a total of seven parties in parliament.
Another important feature of the Danish system is that it

ensures a geographical link between members of parliament
and the constituents they represent. The link is somewhat looser
than what Canadians are accustomed to, but MPs still have to
work hard for their constituents or face repercussions at the
polls.
To ensure proportionality, about one quarter of all seats are
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Proportional representation working well in Denmark
Frants Attorp



distributed after the initial count in accordance with the national
popular vote for each party. Local candidates who were not
elected directly often see their numbers bumped up sufficiently
in this secondary count to send them to parliament.
Gyldenkærne feels the greatest strength of the Danish voting

system is its ability to accommodate change. ‘It’s relatively easy
to start a new party, and that means politics are very dynamic
and responsive to the needs and wishes of the general
population,’ he explains. ‘In Denmark, we don’t need revolution
because we have evolution.’
Could the voting system from the land of fairy tales and

windmills work in a country as large and diverse as Canada? ‘I
don’t see why not,’ responds Gyldenkærne. ‘Maps aren’t hard to
draw, and there’s certainly nothing very complex about the
arithmetic. The biggest challenge may be finding enough
politicians who are committed to fairness and democracy.’ 0  

Ed’s Note: if you would like to find out about proportional
representation options in Canada, Lead Now is organizing an
education campaign, visit: www.leadnow.ca to find out more.
Fair Vote Canada is conducting a survey. Take part at
www.surveymonkey.com/r/FVCsubmissions_EN
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