The Electoral System in Denmark
Parliamentary Elections

Parliamentary elections are governed by two main principles: election by a majority vote in single-member
constituencies and election by proportional representation. Election by a majority vote in single-member con-
stituencies is the oldest form and rests on the assumption of the country being subdivided into constituencies.
Candidates obtaining a majority of votes in individual constituencies are elected whereas all votes for the other
candidates are lost. Election by proportional representation means that each party gets seats in Parliament
corresponding to their number of votes. Election by proportional representation does not assume any subdivi-
sion into constituencies. The two types of electoral systems exist on each end of a spectrum, with a wide
variety of mixed systems in between them.

The advantage of election by a majority vote in single-member constituencies is the close relationship between
the constituency and the elected candidate: each constituency has one and one parliamentary representative
only. The disadvantage of this system is that the parliamentary composition does not reflect the opinions and
attitudes of the electorate, as this system favours big parties.

Election by proportional representation has the advantage that the parliamentary composition reflects the opin-
ion and attitudes of the electorate. The disadvantage is that there is presumably a less close relationship
between voters and elected candidates.

The Danish electoral system aims to preserve the better parts of the two systems: mathematical equity and
local candidate relations. When introducing election by proportional representation in 1920, this was the back-
ground for maintaining the previous constituencies — yet only as nomination districts — and introducing the
concept of compensatory seats in the whole country.

Provisions in the Constitution

While the Parliamentary Elections Act regulates the election system, several main principles on franchise,
eligibility and election procedures are stipulated in the Constitutional Act of the Kingdom of Denmark of 1953.
This article deals only with the aspect of computation of the election.

Part 4 of the Constitutional Act provides as follows:

+ Parliament shall consist of not more than 179 members;

» Parliament shall be elected by general, direct and secret ballot, using proportional representation;

« Seat allocation shall consider the local number of inhabitants, electorate and population density;

* Parliament shall be elected for a term of four years;

+ Seats shall be valid until a new election has taken place;

« Parliament itself shall decide the validity of the election of its own members;

* The King shall be entitled to issue writs for a new election to the effect that existing seats are no longer
valid once the election has taken place.

The Constitutional Act entrusts Parliament with laying down rules for the execution of the franchise and the
election procedures.
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It follows from the provision by which the King is entitled to issue writs for a new election that the tenor of the
Constitutional Act overrules any time limits specified in the Parliamentary Elections Act, if elections are called
at short notice. The minimum time required between initiating and holding a general election is therefore de-
termined purely by practical considerations.

Electoral Threshold

By international standards, the Danish electoral system proves to be one of the most equitable in mathematical
terms. However, the system is not entirely mathematically equitable, as section 77 of the Parliamentary Elec-
tions Act on the allocation of compensatory seats to the parties establishes what is colloquially known as the
threshold.

In order for a party to share in the compensatory seats, it must either:

* have obtained at least one constituency seat;

+ have obtained, in two out of three provinces, at least as many votes as the average number of valid votes
cast in the province for each constituency seat; or

+ have obtained two percent of the total number of valid votes cast in the whole country.

The ”Local” Allocation of Seats

For electoral purposes, Denmark is divided into three provinces: Metropolitan Copenhagen, Sealand - South-
ern Denmark, and Northern and Central Jutland. The provinces are subdivided into multimember constituen-
cies, thus Metropolitan Copenhagen is subdivided into four multimember constituencies, Sealand - Southern
Denmark as well as Northern and Central Jutland are both subdivided into three multimember constituencies.
These multimember constituencies are subdivided into 92 nomination districts. Nomination districts have no
significance in terms of seat allocation between the political parties.

Map of Parliamentary Constituencies as of 1 January 2007
https://valg.sim.dk/media/18961/valgkredse-2007-oeim.pdf

Of the nationwide 175 seats, 135 are constituency seats and 40 are compensatory seats. This proves to show
that the number of constituency seats and the number of nomination districts are not identical. In compliance
with the provisions of the Constitutional Act stipulating that local seat allocation shall consider the number of
inhabitants, electorate and population density, the 135 constituency seats are distributed among the provinces
and multimember constituencies every five years. At the same time, the 40 compensatory seats are distributed
among the provinces.

A simple calculation of ratios is used for the distribution: the population, registered voters in the previous elec-
tion and the area in square kilometers multiplied by 20 in each province are summed up for each province,
and the ratios between them are established; the 175 seats are distributed by means of these ratios. The same
ratios are used for the distribution of 135 constituency seats among the provinces. The difference between the
175 and 135 seats naturally represents the distribution of compensatory seats.

After seats have been distributed among the provinces, the constituency seats of individual provinces are
distributed on the multimember constituencies. Again, ratios are used, calculating the sum of the population,
number of voters, and area in square kilometers multiplied by 20 in each multimember constituency. If, in this
last calculation, the island of Bornholm does not obtain two constituency seats, it is pre-allocated two constit-
uency seats before a renewed calculation on the basis of the remaining 133 constituency seats.
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As intricate and confusing as this whole exercise may seem, it serves to ensure that the distribution of seats
reflects developments in the population. In addition, ensuring that thinly populated areas are provided with
equitable representation has been politically desirable. The reason for multiplying areas by 20 is that it makes
the overall result fall within politically acceptable limits.

Computation of Elections

Computation of elections falls into two parts: 1) allocation among parties and 2) allocation among individual
candidates. Allocation among parties is the same for all parties and is completed on the evening of the election
day. Allocation among the individual candidates is more complex as it varies between parties, depending on
the type of listorganisation used. One or two days are needed for the personal votes to be counted beforethe
return of elected candidates can be announced.

1. Allocation of Seats among Parties

A. Allocation of Constituency Seats among Parties

The distribution of constituency seats undertaken before the election indicates how many constituency seats
are to be allocated in each multimember constituency. After the election, votes cast for the parties are counted
in each multimember constituency. Each of the numbers of votes counted is divided by the divisors 1 -2 -3

—4 -5 —and so on (the d’'Hondt formula). The largest of the established quotients entitles the party to which
it is allotted, to the first constituency seat, the second largest quotient authorises the second constituency seat
and so on. Table 1 shows the allocation of 10 constituency seats in multimember constituency X.

Table 1: Allocation of constituency seats among parties:

Constituency X
Constituency seats
Parties A B C D
Votes 12.000 21.000 33.000 45.000
Div. 1 7 4 2) R
12.000 21.000 33.000 45.000
Div. 2 6.000 10) 5) 3)
10.500 16.500 22.500
Div. 3 7.000 9 6)
11.000 15.000
Div. 4 8.250 8)
11.250
Div. 5 9.000
Constituency seats in | 1 2 3 4
total

B. Allocation of Compensatory Seats
1) Allocation of compensatory seats among the parties

After the allocation of constituency seats has been completed, nationwide computations establish how many
seats the parties are eligible for on the condition that they have met the requirements of section 77 of the
Parliamentary Election Act (the threshold):

The aggregate number of parties’ votes is divided by their total number of seats, usually 175. (This means that
any seats allocated to independent candidates are not to be included in the total number of seats). The estab-
lished quotient is divided into the number of the parties’ votes. Initially, this division is done with whole num-
bers; however, if these do not add up to 175 the remaining seats are distributed using the method of the largest
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fraction. This means that the first of the remaining seats is given to the party with the largest remaining fraction,
the next seat is given to the party with the second-largest fraction, and so on. This way, all compensatory seats
are distributed between parties. The difference between the total number of seats to which each party is enti-
tled, and the number of constituency seats that it has obtained in all multimember constituencies is equivalent
to the party’s compensatory seats.

2) Allocation of Parties’ Compensatory Seats Among the Provinces

We now know how many nationwide compensatory seats each party is entitled to, and from the pre-election
distribution of seats, we know how many compensatory seats are allotted to each province. From the allocation
of constituency seats among the parties, we also know how many constituency seats a party has obtained in
each province. The allocation of parties’ compensatory seats among the provinces adheres to the following
procedure:

The number of parties’ votes eligible for sharing in the compensatory seats is computed within the three prov-
inces, and the numbers of votes are divided by the divisors 1 — 3 — 5 — 7 — and so on (the Sainte-Lagué
formula). The outcome of this operation is a series of quotients. For each party in each province as many of
the largest quotients as correspond to the number of the party’s constituency seats received in the province
are to be removed from these quotients. The non-included quotients are indicated by a cross in Table 2 below.
When a party or a province has obtained the number of compensatory seats for which it qualifies allocation to
the relevant party or province is arrested, regardless of a province being able to demonstrate unused quotients
larger than the quotients triggering election in the other two provinces. Table 2 shows a simplified illustration
of the allocation procedure.

Table 2 shows that at the national level there is a total of 60 seats for allocation, 50 of which are constituency
seats and 10 are compensatory seats, and the seats are distributed among the three provinces as indicated.
Party A has obtained two constituency seats in Sealand-Southern Denmark and another two constituency
seats in Northern and Central Jutland, and is further eligible for two compensatory seats. Party B has obtained
three constituency seats in Metropolitan Copenhagen, four constituency seats in Sealand-Southern Denmark
and three seats in Northern and Central Jutland, and is further eligible for two compensatory seats. Party C
has obtained five constituency seats in Metropolitan Copenhagen, five constituency seats in Sealand-Southern
Denmark and four constituency seats in Northern and Central Jutland, and is further eligible for two compen-
satory seats. Party D has obtained six constituency seats in Metropolitan Copenhagen, eight constituency
seats in Sealand-Southern Denmark and eight constituency seats in Northern and Central Jutland, and is
further eligible for four compensatory seats.

In the example seen in Table 2 Metropolitan Copenhagen has two "unused” quotients, which are larger than
quotients qualifying for election in the other two provinces, and one "unused” quotient larger than quotients
qualifying for election in Sealand-Southern Denmark. Northern and Central Jutland has 1 "unused” quotient
larger than a quotient qualifying for election in Sealand-Southern Denmark.

Table 2: Allocation of parties’ compensatory seats among the provinces:

Metropolitan Copenhagen Sealand-Southern Denmark Northern and central Jutland
2 compensatory seats 5 compensatory seats 3 compensatory seats
14 constituency seats 19 constituency seats 17 constituency seats
A B Cc D A B Cc D A B Cc D
Votes | 3.00 | 14.50 | 22.10 | 29.00 | 11.00 | 16.50 | 21.50 | 36.50 | 9.500 | 14.00 | 18.50 | 35.500
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Div.
1 3.00 | x X X X X X X X X X X
on
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3 1.00 | x X X X X X X X X X X
0
5 X X X 2.200 | x X X 1.900 | X X X
3)
7 2.071 | x X 1.571 | x X X 2.000 | x X
7)
9 X X 1.833 | x X 1.556 | 2.056 | x
10) 6)
11 2.009 | x 1.500 [ 1.955 | x 1.682 | x
8)
13 2.231 1.654 | x X
2)

15 1.933 X X
17 2.147 2.088

4) 5)
19 1.921 1.868x

9)
21 1.738

3) Allocation of Parties’ Compensatory Seats Among Multimember Constituencies

We now know how many compensatory seats each party receives in each province. Next, we are going to
allocate the compensatory seats among the multimember constituencies. For distribution purposes, we use
the divisors 1 —4 — 7 — 10 — and so on. For each party in each multimember constituency as many of the
largest quotients as correspond to the individual party’s number of constituency seats received in the multi-
member constituency are to be removed from the largest quotients. Table 3 shows a simplified illustration of
the allocation procedure. From the example in Table 2, we know that party D is entitled to two compensatory
seats in Sealand-Southern Denmark. They are allocated to the party in the multimember constituencies of

Sealand and Funen.

Table 3: Division of compensatory seats among multimember constituencies:

Sealand Funen Southern Total:
Jutland
Parti D
Constituency 3 2 3 8
seats:
Votes 14.200 10.000 12.300 36.500
Div. 1 X X X
Div. 4 X X X
Div. 7 X 1.429" | X
Div. 10 1.4202 1.000 1.230
Div. 13 1.092
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Applied Formulas

The allocation of constituency and compensatory seats is largely determined by the formulas applied. The
allocation of constituency seats, Table 1, effective for elections held as from 2007, relies on the d’Hondt formula
(1-2-3-4-5-and so on). This formula was also used in the 1920 to April 1953 elections but after the
Constitutional Act was amended in 1953 and until the end of 2006 (last time in 2005) returns were based on
the modified Sainte-Lagué formula (1,4 —3 -5 -7 — and so on).

Changing to the modified Sainte-Lagué formula in 1953 served the purpose of ensuring that the increase in
the number of constituency seats (from 105 to 135) and the reduction in the number of compensatory seats
(from 44 to 40) introduced at the same time, did not have the effect that a party could obtain more constituency
seats than its total votes made it qualify for. The modified Sainte-Lagué formula, which to a greater extent than
the d’Hondt formula benefits minor parties, was for this reason considered the better option.

The re-introduction of the d’Hondt formula effective from 2007 had the purpose of ensuring that the new con-
stituency division whereby the previous 17 multimember and county constituencies were replaced by 10 new
multimember constituencies makes it neither easier nor more difficult to obtain representation in Parliament,
merely by obtaining a constituency seat. Fewer multimember constituencies and thus more constituency seats
for allocation in individual multimember constituencies would, all things being equal, had the modified Sainte-
Lagué formula for allocation of constituency seats been preserved, have made it easier to obtain representa-
tion in Parliament, merely by obtaining a constituency seat.

The allocation of the parties’ compensatory seats among the provinces — Table 2 — is based on the Sainte-
Lagué formula (1 —3 — 5 -7 — and so on). This formula was introduced at the same time as the 1920 election
act for being considered superior in terms of ensuring a geographic distribution of seats.

The allocation of a party’s compensatory seats among individual multimember constituencies — Table 3 — is
based on the divisors 1 —4 — 7 — 10 — and so on. This formula was introduced in 1953 and aims to make it
more difficult for multimember constituencies that have already obtained a constituency seat to share in the
compensatory seats, thus ensuring a larger spread of compensatory seats among the multimember constitu-
encies than the previous formula would entail.

2. Selection of Candidates

From the allocation of constituency and compensatory seats among the multimember constituencies, we know
that Party X is entitled to one constituency seat in multimember constituency Y. This party has nominated five
candidates, but which person fills the seat depends on the form of list organisation that the party has chosen.

There are two principal forms of list organisation for candidates: standing by district and standing in parallel:

* In standing by district, each nomination district has its own candidate. The candidate is allotted all the votes
cast for the party in the nomination district plus the personal votes cast for him or her in all the nomination
districts of the multimember constituencies. The size of the nomination district, i.e. the number of voters, there-
fore plays an important role.

It is possible to combine standing by district with a party list, in which Party X has registered a fixed order for
its candidates in a multimember constituency. The votes are calculated in the same way as above, but voters
can only change the order of the party list if a candidate further down the list obtains a very significant number
of personal votes, or stands in a nomination district with an especially large number of party votes. For a
candidate to be elected he/she must obtain a so-called distributional number produced by dividing the total
number of party votes in the multimember constituency by a number which is one integer higher than the
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number of seats obtained by the party in the multimember constituency. The established number is increased
to the next integer, even if itself an integer, hence constituting the party’s distributional number in the multi-
member constituency. If none of the candidates obtains the distributional number, the candidates are elected
in the order of the party list. This procedure gives the party nearly complete influence as to who is elected, and
breaking the list always receives news coverage.

* In standing in parallel, a party presents more than one candidate in a nomination district. Parties will often
present all their candidates in all nomination districts in the same multimember constituency (full standing in
parallel). Personal votes are almost the singular deciding factor as votes cast for the party in individual nomi-
nation districts are allotted in strict proportion to the number of individual votes cast for the independent can-
didates in each nomination district. Previously, in an attempt to preserve the close relationship between nom-
ination district and parliamentary member, each nomination district had a "nominated” candidate. This only
affected the appearance of the ballot paper in the sense that the “nominated” candidate was at the top of the
party’s list on ballot paper while the remaining candidates were listed alphabetically. An amendment of the law
in 2017 means that parties can now decide the order in which their candidates are listed in each nomination
district. This change also meant that the possibility to nominate a candidate expired, as it was no longer
needed. The parties themselves now decide the order in which their candidates are listed. As such, a party
may decide if a local candidate should appear at the top of the list, as well as whether other candidates should
be sorted alphabetically or in any other order of prioritization.

Tables 4 and 5 illustrate how these forms of list organisation influence the selection of candidates.
Table 4 below shows each candidate’s number of personal votes in individual nomination districts. The asterisk

* indicates the nomination districts in which the candidates are standing. The tabulation of the party votes is
based on the assumption that the candidates are standing by district, see above.

Table 4: Division of votes in standing by district in the five constituencies of a multimember constituency

1. Fjordby | 2. Sundby | 3. Aaby | 4. Faergeby | 5. Broby | Pers. votes| Parti- Votes in
votes total

Andersen 197 189 178 348 459 1.371 1.865 3.236
Hansen 233 893* 46 567 43 1.782 1.984 3.766
Jensen 441 451 789 345 376 2.402 2.017 4.419
Nielsen 1.579* 87 142 193 431 2.432 2.233 4.665
Petersen 67 116 570 967" 126 1.846 2.389 4.235
Personal votes in | 2.517 1.736 1.725 2.420 1.435 9.833
the constituency
Party votes 2.233 1.984 2.017 2.389 1.865 10.488
Total votes pr. 4.750 3.720 3.742 4.809 3.300 20.321
constituency
Distribution figure | 10.161

In standing by district, the number of personal votes in each individual nomination district plus the number of
party votes in a candidate’s own nomination district are decisive. Thus, Nielsen has been elected by 4,665
votes, partly as a result of being nominated in the second strongest nomination district for his party in the
multimember constituency, partly as a result of receiving a high number of personal votes in his own nomina-
tion district, as well as receiving some personal votes in the other four nomination districts.

If the party is standing by district with a registered party list, the candidate obtaining the distributional number

of 10,161 is elected. If no candidate reaches the distributional number, the candidates will be elected in the
order of their appearance on the party list. In this example, the party list has the following order: Hansen is no.
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1, then Andersen, Jensen, Pedersen and finally Nielsen. In table 4, none of the candidates achieves the dis-
tributional number, far from it, and for that reason, the elected candidate is Hansen, as he is at the top of the
party list.

In standing in parallel, the party votes in the individual nomination districts are distributed in proportion to the
personal votes obtained by the candidates in each nomination district. For each candidate in each nomination
district, the distribution is calculated by multiplying the personal votes cast for the candidate in the district by
the total number of party votes in the district, and dividing it by the total number of personal votes in the district.
Fractions often appearing in this computation are disregarded at first, and the votes are distributed according
to whole numbers, without rounding up. After the initial distribution, a number of votes for each nomination
district will be left over. Table 5 below shows that respectively 3, 2, 2, 3 and 3 party votes in the nomination
districts remain to be distributed. The second time round, they are distributed by nomination districts by the
method of major fractions and the candidate that has the largest fraction is allotted the first remaining vote, the
candidate with the second largest fraction is allotted the next vote and so on, until all remaining party votes
have been distributed. (Table 5 below shows the largest fractions in bold). If the vote has to be distributed
among several candidates holding the same fraction, lots shall be drawn.

Table 5 shows, that using this method of calculation will lead to the following distribution of party votes between
the two candidates with the highest number of personal votes, Nielsen and Jensen: Nielsen receives a total of
2,416 party votes in addition to his 2,432 personal votes = 4,848 votes. Meanwhile, Jensen receives a total of
2,659 party votes in addition to his 2,402 personal votes = 5,061 votes. The result being that Jensen is elected!

Table 5: Calculating the division of party votes using the method: ((personal votes / total number of personal
votes) x total number of party votes) + the method of the largest fraction.

1. 2. Sundby 3. 4. Faergeby 5. Personal Number Total
Fjordby Aaby Broby votes of party
votes
Andersen 174,77 =175 | 216,00 =216 | 208,13 = 343,54 = 343 | 596,54 = 1.371 1.538 2.909
208 596
Hansen 206,71 = 207 | 1.020,57 = 53,79 =54 | 559,74 =560 | 55,89 =56 | 1.782 1.898 3.680
1.021
Jensen 391,24 =391 | 515,43 =515 | 922,56 = 340,58 = 341 | 488,67 = 2.402 2.659 5.061
923 489
Nielsen 1.400,84 = 99,43 =99 166,04 = 190,53 = 190 | 560,15 = 2432 2.416 4.848
1.401 166 560
Petersen 59,44 = 59 132,57 =133 | 666,49 = 954,61 =955 163,76 = 1.846 1.977 3.823
666 164
Personal 2.517 1.736 1.725 2.420 1.435 9.833
votes in
constituency
Party votes | 2.233 1.984 2.017 2.389 1.865 10.488
Total votes 20.321
in
constituency

The previously mentioned amendment of 2017 allowed for a fourth form of list organization. The form is a
combination of standing in parallel and election based solely on personal votes. From the example in table 5,
it can be seen that Nielsen did receive 2,432 personal votes while Jensen received 2,402. If the combined
form of list organization is used the elected candidate will be Nielsen, rather than Jensen.
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Table 6 compares the outcome of these four forms of list organisation and methods of calculation, as the
elected candidates and the order of their substitutes are indicated for each of the four situations described
above. The example illustrates differences in outcome with respect to which candidate receives their party’s
seat, and what the line of succession is. Form of list organization, use of party list, and distribution based on
personal votes alone can definitely make a difference in deciding which candidate is elected, and in determin-
ing the order of succession.

Table 6: Elected and substitutes for each of the four methods of standing:

Standing by district | Standing by district + party list*| Regular standing in Standing in parallel +
parallel election by personal

votes

Andersen | Stedfortreeder 4 Stedfortreeder 1 Stedfortreeder 4 Stedfortreeder 4

Hansen Stedfortreeder 3 Valgt Stedfortreeder 3 Stedfortreeder 3

Jensen Stedfortreeder 1 Stedfortreeder 2 Valgt Stedfortreeder 1

Nielsen Valgt Stedfortreeder 4 Stedfortreeder 1 Valgt

Petersen | Stedfortreeder 2 Stedfortreeder 3 Stedfortreeder 2 Stedfortreeder 2

*As the party list order was: 1. Hansen, 2. Andersen, 3. Jensen, 4. Petersen, 5. Nielsen
The two situations of standing by district lead so somewhat different outcomes, while the two instances of
standing in parallel only lead to a variation as to who is elected and 1st successor. However, this indeed is

important to the individuals concerned, and their local party organizations.

Please note that in this example the outcome is identical for traditional standing by district, and the new com-
bined form of list organization, combining standing in parallel with election based on personal votes.
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