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HOW MUCH CHANGE? 

It has become a commonplace observation intended to 
reassure the sceptical and apprehensive, that New Zea­

land's shift from a First-

Past-the-Post (FPP) to a 

its continuation in office; 
• Plurality electoral system (FPP); and 
• Parliamentary system with executive (unconstrained) 

control of budgeting and the legislative process. 
Under MMP from 1996, only the last two will change: 

the electoral system and, consequentially, the balance of 

power between the political executive (the cabinet) and 
Parliament. The extent to 
which the latter relation­

proportional system of 
representation is only a 

change to the electoral sys­

tem; that the Mixed Mem­

ber Proportional (MMP) 

system of representation 
merely changes the way in 
which we elect our MPs. 

There is a good deal of 
truth in this generalisa­
tion, for most of the fun-

Your quick 
guide to 

ship will alter will de-
pend on the party con­

figuration of the House 

of Representatives, how­
ever, and whether we 

MMP tend towards having ma­

jority (coalition) or mi­

nority (single-party or 
coalition) governments. 
The latter would mean 

Parliament accrues a 
measure of power over 
the political executive. 
Electoral system change 
will therefore signal a 

marked shift in our po­
litical culture, from a 

dominantly two-party 
system to multi-party 

parliamentary politics, 
and from a Westminster­

style political system to 
one more akin to the 
Scandinavian states and 
European polities such 

as the Netherlands and 

damentals of the constitu­

tion will remain intact.' 

The major characteris­
tics of the New Zealand 
constitution from 1935-

1993 can be summarised 
as follows: 

• Centralised, unitary 
state with weak local 
and regional govern­
ment; 

• Uncodified constitution 
(with an unentrenched 

Bill of Rights Act 1990); 

• Parliamentary sover­

eignty; 
• Independence of the judiciary; 
• Very weak separation between the executive and legis­

lative powers: one election decides Parliament and gov­

ernment; 
• Cabinet reliance upon the confidence of Parliament for 

The cover of the brochure Your quick guide to MMP, of 
which over 2,100,00 copies were distributed nationwide in the 
build-up to the 1996 elections. Reproduced by permssion of 
the Electoral Commission Te Kaitiaki Taki Kowhiri. 

Austria. 

Hence MMP will contribute to changes in the political 
culture. Indeed, the Royal Commission on the Electoral 

System advocated MMP, and New Zealanders voted for 

it, precisely because they wanted aspects of the political 
culture to be altered. 2 Since the 1993 election and the 

referendum to switch to MMP, New Zealanders have been 

observing the behavioural changes of the members of the 

political elite, from Government and MPs through to pub­

lic servants and party leaders. The future of MMP will 

certainly depend upon how they continue to adapt to 
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what has become a cliche of our times: 'the new MMP 
environment'. But the political culture of citizens is also 

important in understanding the nature and legitimacy of 
constitutional innovation and durability, as the move­

ment for electoral reform change itself demonstrated. The 

purpose of the rest of this article is to set the new electoral 
system within the broader context of the New Zealand 

political culture. 
Conventional definitions of 'political culture' are usu­

ally couched in the following sorts of terms: political 
culture is to do with citizens' and leaders' orientations 

towards politics, their beliefs, attitudes and ideas. The 
actions and attitudes of leaders are of course important, 

especially in terms of fostering or stimulating perceptions 
of legitimacy of a political system. But despite the inter­

dependence of leadership/citizenry attitudes, voters' 
views will be concentrated on here. We focus on the atti­

tudes of citizens using evidence from public opinion sur­

veys and political behaviour. Two aspects are discussed : 
(a) attitudes towards government and political parties; 
and (b) citizen participation and levels of interest in poli­

tics.' 

PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS GOVERNMENT AND 

PARTIES 

In the late 1960s Austin Mitchell (then a political scientist 
and now a British MP) wrote in language similar to that of 
earlier visitors to New Zealand: 

[T]he people seem to see the State and government pri­
marily as an economic machinery, a framework for guar­
anteeing welfare. Its purposes are benevolent, its face 
personal and friendly. New Zealand may be controlled 
by a bureaucracy, but it is a friendly neighbourhood 
bureaucracy. Such a view bypasses generations of theo­
rising about the State and individual, liberty, and sys­
tems of checks and balances. Possibly, too, it helps to 
account for the much criticised New Zealand approach 
to problems of 'civil liberties'. Since the State is a person­
alised machinery of uni versa! benevolence it can be 
trusted with substantial powers, particularly at times of 
war or when the community is threatened. Governments 
and Public Service are composed of people, and if the 
people who pass the laws and administer the laws can be 
trusted, as they are in New Zealand, and can be said to 
be well intentioned, then all is well, even Draconian 
legislation.' 

These observations had been stimulated by a 1966 

survey of 607 voters in two Christchurch electorates. 

Mitchell found that 66 per cent 'felt that they could trust 

New Zealand governments in most things rather than 

having to watch them pretty closely.'5 He examined vot­

ers' attitudes towards public servants and MPs, asking 
respondents to say whether they thought these groups 

were very good, good, satisfactory, or poor. Eight per 

cent rated public servants poorly, as did the same per­
centage for MPs. On the other end of the scale, 17 per cent 

believed public servants were very good, while 12 per 

cent concurred with this judgement insofar as MPs were 
concerned. All the other responses fell into the catego­
ries of either good (34 per cent for each group) or satis­

factory (41 per cent for public servants, and 46 per cent 

for MPs)' Mitchell went on to assess the perceived 

impact of the state on the lives of the people, finding 
that 'Only 32 per cent felt that the actions of the New 

Zealand government did not make much difference to 
how well off they were as individuals, while 32 per 

cent felt that it made a great deal of difference and a 
further 28 per cent that it made a "certain amount".'' 
Both the poll results and the verdicts derived from 

them have to be interpreted cautiously since the survey 

was not a national sample. Nonetheless, they offer 

glimpses of a world that has gone. 
In 1990, James Lama re, again surveying Christchurch 

voters (619 respondents), reported that 71 per cent be­
lieved 'that government officials in Wellington are out 
of touch with their compatriots.' And 52 per cent felt 

that they could not influence the politics of their coun­
try' Lamare wrote: 'Today, New Zealand-assuming 
that Christchurch is not an aberrant locale-is awash in 

feelings of political powerlessness. Most people have at 
least some doubt about their ability to impact upon 

government; a substantial minority has lost almost any 
confidence in holding public officials to account for 

their actions:• This finding accorded with a nationwide 

survey the previous year which had discovered that 
two-thirds agreed with the statement that, 'Public offi­

cials don't care much about what people like me think'. 10 

In 1992, Stephen Levine and Nigel Roberts found that 

50 percent agreed (42 per cent disagreed) that 'people 
like me cannot influence New Zealand's politics'; and 

in 1993 they found that 60 per cent agreed that,' Apart 

from voting, the average person cannot influence New 
Zealand's politics'. 11 These findings were replicated in 
another national survey in 1993. Sixty per cent of voters 

agreed with the statement that 'Most MPs are out of 
touch with the rest of the country', 56 per cent agreed 

that 'People like me don't have any say about what 
government does', 65 per cent agreed that 'I don't think 
politicians and public servants care much about what 

people like me think', and 30 per cent agreed that 'You 

can trust the government to do what is right most of the 
time.m Again, Alan McRobie, commenting on the 1993 

election, contrasted a poll taken by the Heylen Research 

Centre in 1975- which had found 32 per cent of New 
Zealanders trusted politicians and had confidence in 

Parliament-with a 1992 finding of 4 per cent who put 
themselves in this category. Politicians were the least 

trusted of all groups, and they came 19th out of 21 

groups in another survey by the National Business Re­
view.~' MPs scored very poorly in the Electoral Com­
mission's survey of 812 citizens in 1994. 14 New 

Zealand's political culture had evolved from one char-
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acterised.by trust in government to one marked by high 

levels of distrust and suspicion. 
Similarly, voters changed their attitudes towards po­

litical parties, but not nearly so dramatically. Mitchell 

found that the 
voters of the 
1960s were real-

found that fully half of them believed there to be 'little', 
'very little' or 'no' difference between the Labour and 

National parties." At the time of the 1966 general elec­

tion, 33 per cent felt there was little. difference between 
the parties, 19 
per cent very lit­

tle, and 2 per 
cent none at all. 18 istic (our inter-

pretation, not 
Mitchell's) about 
the perform­

ances of parties 
in carrying out 

their promises. 

Eight per cent be­
lieved Labour 
would com­

pletely carry out 
its promises, 

compared with 7 
per cent regard­
ing National's 

pledges. But 78 
percent believed 
that Labour 

would partly ful­
fil its promises, 
and 79 per cent 

YOU HAVE 2 VOTES But in 1975 only 
20.3 per cent of a 
nationwide sam­

ple agreed with 

the statement 
that, 'There is so 

little difference 
between Na­
tional and La­

bour these days 
on policy issues 
that it doesn't 

matter much 

which party you 
vote for.' 19 In 

1990, Levine and 
Roberts found in 
their Miramar 

survey (200 in­

terviews) that 
52.3 per cent saw 
not much differ­

ence, or no dif­

ference, between 

Labour and Na­

tional. This re-

PARTY VOTE 

Explanation 
Thisvotedecidestheshareofseatswhlch 
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ELECTORATE VOTE 

Explanation 
Thisvotedecidesthecandidatewhowill be 
elected Member of Pilrliamenl for the 
AKATARAWA ELECTORATE. 

~ 
Vote by putting a tick in the ci.rcle immediately 
before the candidate you choose. 

ru-R~~NBY, Fred 
..._., 

~~~NADO, Mary .. 
~MLOP, Alistair -~NGTON, Antony b 
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Jo~~}IP, Edna • 

sponse was 
more similar to 

the findings of 
thirty years ago 
than that of fif-

tional would do 

so.15 In 1990, Jack 
Vowles and Pe­

ter Aimer re­

ported that 46 
per cent of those 
who had voted at 
the election ( 45 

per cent of the 
non voters) ei ­
ther distrusted 

both parties or 

distrusted one 

Final Directions teen years previ­

ously. Different 
elections, exhib­

iting different 

degrees of policy 
salience, stimu-

1. If you spoil this ballot paper, return it to the officer who issued it and apply tor a new ballot paper. 
2. After voting, fold this ballot paper so that its contents cannot be seen and place it in the ballot box. 
3. You mU!ot not take this ballot paper out of the polling booth. 

and were not 
sure of the 

other.16 

It has been argued by political scientists that citizens' 

disillusionment with parties and their promises derives 

in part from the perception that the parties fail to offer 

real choice between alternative policies. What has the 

public felt about the distinctiveness of the two major 

parties? A 1960 survey of 551 Dunedin Central electors 

The sample of the voting form used for the 1996 elections. 
Reproduced by permssion of the Electoral Commission 
Te Kaitiaki Taki Kowhiri. 

late varying responses to party programmes. The disil­

lusionment with the options offered by the two parties 

which dominated the 1935-1993 period of politics was 

not, therefore, a novel phenomenon when voters came 

to vote on their choice of electoral system in 1992 and 

1993. Indeed, scholars have found that, in the pursuit 

of the 'middle ground', parties operating under an FPP, 

two-party system, are forced to moderate their policy 

offerings, certainly the story of New Zealand two-party 

politics. 

NEW ZEALAND STUDIES NOVEMBER 1996 25 



New Zealanders have voiced their scepticism about 

the two-party system in other ways also . Doubts about 

the utility and value of the two-party model of politics 
go back far earlier than the campaign for MMP. Mitchell 
found that just 44 per cent of his Christchurch voters 
believed that there should be only two parties in Parlia­

ment." Of course in practice New Zealand has always 
had a multi-party system at the level of electoral poli­
tics, as opposed to the two-party parliamentary party 
system encouraged by FPP. In 1966, 14.5 per cent of the 
valid vote went to Social Credit, and 0.4 per cent to 

other minor parties and independents. Together the 

two major parties enjoyed a decreasing share of the 

total valid vote, a trend that accelerated in the period 
between 1972 and 1981.21 In 1993 'Labour and National 

together won less than 70 percent of the valid votes 
cast, the support of less than 60 percent of the regis­

tered electorate, and the votes of only 55 percent of the 
country's age-eligible population'." 

The evidence so far depicts a public culture that has 

exhibited some fundamental discontents about the nature 

and practices of New Zealand political institutions. In­
deed, the findings show a political landscape of distrust 

and suspicion. When we look at this landscape through a 
different lens and in a different light, that of participation 
and interest in politics, the scenery looks somewhat dif­

ferent. 

ACTION AND INTEREST 

When citizens vote in general elections they are acting 
politically in a minimal manner compared with the com­
mitment necessary for becoming involved in parties 
and interest groups, lobbying for change, protesting, 

and so forth." Nevertheless, voting is an important 

indicator of citizen involvement and integration with 
the state, and rates of voting differ greatly amongst 

states. For cultural and systemic reasons, some polities 

have higher rates of voting participation than others. 

Historically New Zealand has had a respectably high 
participation rate for a system in which voting is a 

voluntary act." The numbers voting have dwindled, 

however, in recent years. In 1993 there was an 85.2 per 
cent turnout of registered voters. Further, 'Taking into 

account the 7-8 per cent of eligible New Zealanders not 

on the electoral rolls, effective turnout in New Zealand 

in 1993 was 77 per cent of the eligible population.'" The 

record of the past, even the lower rates of recent years, 

indicates, however, that New Zealand has a political 

culture in which voting participation is regarded as an 

accepted aspect of citizens' duties. Research has shown 

a correlation between high turnout and proportional 
electoral systems, and on 12 October 1996 New Zea­

landers did vote in higher numbers under MMP. 
The comparatively high level of voting turnout has 

been backed by a relatively high level of expressed inter-

est in politics. Mitchell found in the 1960s that 12 per cent 
said they were very interested in New Zealand politics, 

46 per cent responded that they were moderately inter­
ested, 32 per cent were slightly interested, and the rest 
were either not interested or positively uninterested. These 

figures were as high, or higher, than findings from other 
countries. In 1990, Levine and Roberts reported of their 
Miramar respondents that interest 'appeared to have de­

clined somewhat from earlier studies. Only 10.6 per cent 
of the sample considered that they had "a great deal" of 
interest in politics, while 24.1 per cent felt that "quite a 
lot" was a more accurate phrase for themselves.'" A 1990 

post-election survey reported that 15 per cent were 'very 
interested in politics' whilst 54 per cent said they were 

'fairly interested'." In 1994 the Electoral Commission 

found that 5.9 per cent were extremely interested in poli­
tics, 14.3 per cent stated they were very interested, and 

42.2 per cent said they were quite interested. 28 The Com­
mission's survey the following year found that the pro­
portion who were quite interested had increased, as against 

those who were not interested." Thus figures on the ex­

tent of interest in politics, like those on party differences, 
vary from one election to another, depending on the pub­

lic issues of the time. Moreover, according to longitudinal 
data between 1972 and 1990, 'the level of interest tends to 

grow as the level of discontent with incumbent govern­
ments increases' .30 But in general New Zealand electors 

would seem to have retained a healthy democratic inter­
est in politics that has not decreased substantially through 

time, despite their scepticism of parties and their deeds, 

and despite three decades of growing suspicion and dis­
trust of politicians and government. 

On the basis of the evidence presented so far, there­

fore, New Zealanders seem to hold rather mixed attitudes 

towards the political process and the state. But is there 

really a contradiction between expressed suspicion to­
wards government on the one hand and, on the other, 

high voting numbers and levels of interest in the political 

process? To solve this apparent conundrum we need to 

return to the experiences and events of the past three 
decades. 

POLITICAL CULTURE AND CONSTITUTIONAL 

CHANGE 

A raft of surveys from scholars cited here has .indicated 

that there have been many reasons for the changed atti­

tudes towards government. These include disappointment 
with the performance of political leaders from Robert 

Muldoon through to David Lange and James Bolger, the 

failure of governing parties to keep their promises, the 

rapidity o.f state and economic restructuring, and poor 
economic performance. Despite the validity of these ex­

planations for attitudinal change, it can be argued that 
they are insufficient in themselves and that the transfor­

mation of political attitudes should be understood as more 
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than a somewhat passive response to the perceived fail­

ings of leaders. Rather, the deep-rooted attitudinal changes 
should also be interpreted as an active response to events 

and ideas. 
The ideological world of Austin Mitchell and his sur­

vey respondents had forever changed by the time New 
Zealand voted to change its electoral system in the 1992 
and 1993 referendums. No longer was it true to say that 
New Zealand bypassed 'generations of theorising about 
the State and individual, liberty, and systems of checks 

and balances'. Concern about these institutional issues 
had become fully part of the political culture by the mid-

1980s, as the writings of political scientists and lawyers 
show." Furthermore, despite New Zealand 's attachment 

to the constitutional fundamentals outlined above, the 
constitution itself had been undergoing incremental 
changes which cumulatively affected New Zealanders' 

perception of the nature of the state, the exercise of politi­
cal power, and the rights of individual citizens and groups 

against the state. These attitudinal changes were accom­
panied (and reinforced) by the social and political move­

ments of the 1960s and 1970s that together challenged the 

predominance of the 'old state' form of government. These 
were given added publicity and legitimacy by interna­

tional trends on such issues as feminism, indigenous peo­

ple's rights, environmentalism, nuclear disarmament and 
peace issues, and so forth. 

Hence there was a constitutional drift, first to the idea 

of limited government, and second, to the protection of 
citizens' rights.32 Individual and group rights were codi­

fied in the years between 1960 and 1993, including legis­
lating on individual claims against the state: the Parlia­

mentary Commissioner (Ombudsman) Act 1962; the Race 
Relations Act 1971; the Human Rights Commission Act 

1971; the Official Information Act 1982; the Police Com­
plaints Authority Act 1988; the Bill of Rights Act 1990; the 
Privacy Commissioner Act 1991; and the Human Rights 

Act 1993. The Electoral Act was tidied up in successive 

amendments . There was legislation on Maori claims 

against the state (the Treaty of Waitangi Act 1975 and the 

subsequent 1985 extension of its jurisdiction), while the 

Maori Language Act was passed in 1987. There was also 
substantial codification of the relationships between the 

various parts of the state, clarifying powers and 

accountabilities (the Constitution Act 1986, the State Sec­

tor Act 1988, the Public Finance Act 1989, the Reserve 

Bank Act 1989, and the Fiscal Responsibility Act 1994). 

Increasingly the stress was on legal rather than voluntary 

constraints (the Employment Contracts Act 1991 fits ti­

dily but controversially here) . 

One other feature might have reinforced the trend to 

distrust the state: the verbal and policy behaviour of the 
political elite since 1990, which has sought to make indi­

viduals and families more responsible for their actions, 

rather than relying on the state. 

That citizens over the past few decades became more 
suspicious of government and, indeed, less deferential 
towards their leaders can be seen as part of a modern 

trend, a sophisticated response to contemporary reali­

ties rather than simply a reaction to the deeds of gov­

ernment. Anti-government sentiment can therefore be 
understood as a rational response to a changing world. 

It is not inherently contradictory with high p articipa­
tion and interest in the political process." MMP, be­

cause it will tend to disperse rather than concentrate 

power, can be seen as compatible with the constitu­

tional and structural changes summarised above. MMP 
fits with the tendency to limit and regulate political 
power. But the public desire for electoral system change 
has contained its own contradictory traits, for along­

side the urge to limit power there has been the desire to 

spread it more widely amongst previously excluded 
(or mostly excluded) groups and parties. 

And the prognosis for MMP? Scepticism and dis­
trust, combined with involvement and interest, might 

bode well for the new electoral system. If public expec­
tations are not too high, then performance is less likely 

to disappoint; and if performance improves, then MMP 
is likely to accrue public respect and legitimacy, essen­

tial if new political arrangements are to thrive and 

survive. Significantly, over a third of electors believe 
that under MMP 'ordinary people won't really have 

any influence on New Zealand politics ' ." If legitimacy 
does not develop, then public participation will con­
tinue to decline in the electoral process, and this will 

have a particularly detrimental impact upon the politi­

cal socialisation of those citizens who have felt increas­
ingly alienated from the political process, especially 
the poor, the young and Maori. 

A system such as MMP, which places a high premium 
on negotiation and a measured pace of change, is in keep­
ing with the direction of constitutional change outlined 
above. From 1935 until1993 we had a party system that 

produced single party majority governments, capable of 
innovative, decisive, rapid political action. Under MMP it 

will be very unusual for parties to govern on their own, 

unencumbered by a coalition partner. Without stable ma­

jority coalitions, majoritarian domination of Parliament 
will not be possible, and New Zealand may well have 

mostly minority governmenfs. Whether governments are 

constituted by coalitions or single parties, they will have 
to learn to negotiate to achieve their goals. 

We cannot yet tell what sort of democracy New Zea­

land will become. Elite expectations and behaviour will 

do much to influence how MMP works, and political 
leaders, as well as voters, will have to undergo 'experien­

tial ' institutional learning." New Zealand's constitutional 

and political trends, however, suggest that the new elec­

toral system is compatible with, and a reflection of, the 
changing political culture of its citizens. 
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