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On the eve of the final approval of the constitutional reform reducing the number 
of parliamentary seats in Italy (October 2020), experts and commentators 
speculated on its potential consequences. While political supporters emphasized 
cost-cutting, others highlighted possible efficiency gains and a closer a lignment 
with international standards. Some argued a smaller parliament might improve 
legislative quality by pushing parties to select better candidates.
Critics, however, raised concerns about weakened ties between deputies and 
senators and their constituencies due to larger districts, increased dependence on 
party elites, the disproportionate influence of individual senators on government 
stability, and potential inefficiencies caused by downsizing legislative committees 
within an unchanged bicameral system. Although the full effects of the reform 
will only emerge over time, some short-term outcomes are already observable. 
This article investigates whether the reform has changed the socio-professional 
profile, gender balance, and political experience of Italian MPs. It also explores 
which i ndividual characteristics—beyond party affiliation—have become more 
important for securing a seat in a reduced parliament. By focusing on the 
composition of the new legislature, the article c ontributes to the broader debate 
on the relationship between institutional design a nd the features of political
representation.

Keywords: MP selection; parliament size; parliamentary representation; Italian 
political system.
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2 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

1. Intr oduction 

On the eve of the final approval of the constitutional reform reducing the num-
ber of parliamentary seats in Italy (October 2020), experts and commentators 
speculated about its potential consequences. Political supporters emphasized cost 
savings, possible efficiency gains, and a closer alignment with international stan-
dards. Some suggested that a smaller parliament co uld improve legislative quality 
by encouraging parties to select better candidat es.

Critics, however, warned of possible drawbacks: weakened ties between 
deputies and senators and their constituencies due to larger districts; greater 
dependence on party elites; disproportionate influence of individual senators 
on government stability; and potential inefficiencies from downsizing legisla tive 
committees without reforming the bicameral system. 

This article examines whether such a reform has altered the socio-professional 
profile, gender balance, and political experience of Italian MPs. It also investigates 
which individual characteristics—beyond party affiliation—have become more 
relevant for securing a seat in a reduced parliament. By focusing on the composi-
tion of the new legislature, it contributes to the broader debate on the relationship 
between institutional design and th e nature of political representa tion. 

The number of representatives in legislative assemblies has long been a subject 
of academic debate (e.g., Taagepera 1972 ; Dahl and Tufte 1973 ), and has recently 
re-emerged  on  the  agenda,  partly  due  to  growing  calls  to  reduce  the  size  of  the  
political class (Kjaer and Elklit 2014 ; Jacobs and Otjes 2015 ; Allen and Stoll 2023 ). 
Proposals to shrink parliaments have been advanced in many contexts, though 
relatively few have actually been implemented. Notable exceptions include the 
Hungarian reform of 2013 and the Italia n reform—the focus of this article—which 
reduced the number of parliamentarians by o ne-third in 2022.

Assessing the real impact of a constitutional reform—whether minor or 
major—is a complex task. To be reliable, such an assessment requires that sufficient 
time has elapsed for the new rules to generate a significant and varied set of effects. 
As highlighted in the literature on incomplete contracts, neither legislators nor 
scholars can foresee all possible circumstances at the time of adopting new rules. 
Over time, unpredictable interactions between rules and preferences may produce 
unexpected outcomes—sometimes even contrary t o the intentions declared by the 
reform’s proponents .1 

1 This body of work, pioneered by scholars like Hart, Grossman, and Moore (Grossman and Hart 
1986 ; Hart and Moore, 1990), demonstrates that contracts—whether private agreements or legal 
frameworks—are necessarily incomplete due to bounded rationality, high transaction costs of 
specifying every contingency, and the fundamental uncertainty about future states of the world. 
Applied to constitutional and legislative contexts, this theory suggests that constitutional rules 
inevitably contain gaps and ambiguities that must be resolved through subsequent interpretation, 
enforcement, an d adaptatio n.
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Few but good 3

The reduction in the number of seats in the Italian parliament,2 which came into 
effect with the 2022 Italian general elections, might appear to be a limited reform, 
yet it is not immune to these challenges. The short time since its implementation 
makes any evaluation necessarily provisional—particularly when focusing on the 
characteristics of elected representatives. Indeed, several factors beyond the seat 
reduc tion may have influenced the composition of the 19th Legislature. 

Research on parliamentary elites (Martinelli and Zucchini 2001 ; Verzichelli 
2010 ; Verzichelli et al . 2022 ) has shown that the prevalence of specific socio-
demographic and professional traits among MPs is often closely linked to party 
affiliation. Since the 18th and 19th Legislatures differ not only in the number 
of seats but also in their political composition (Boldrini and Grimaldi 2023 ; 
Ponzo and Verzichelli 2023 ), it is essential to distinguish the im pact of the overall 
reduction from that of the redistribution of seats a mong parties .

Moreover, gradual socio-political changes over the past five years may have 
affected the socio-professional makeup of Parliament regardless of its size. For 
example, rising education levels in the general population and increased female 
labour market participation could partly explain a gr eater presence of university 
graduates  and  wome  n  among  M  Ps.

Finally, the current parliamentary composition may reflect just a transitional 
phase of settlement, between an assembly of 945 members and one of 600: a 
situation that would be therefore due to the conjunc ture but unlikely to recur in 
future legislatures. 

The remainder of this article addresses these methodological challenges. 
The next section reviews the main expectations surrounding the reduction in 
parliamentary seats, as expressed in parliamentary debates, public discussions, 
and inferences drawn from established research on legislative institutions. The 
following  sections  present  empirical  e  vidence  that  either  supports  or  challenges  
the se expectations .

2 The reduction in the number of Members of Parliament was one of Movimento cinque stelle 
(5Sm)btop priorities after its first electoral success in 2013, and it was reaffirmed following the 
2018 elections when the movement became Italy’s largest party. The government formed after those 
elections—an alliance between 5Sm and L another populist party (aligned with the centre-right)— 
included the reform in the Contract for the Government of Change.The constitutional bill on the 
reduction of MPs was promoted by that government, which secured the support of both the League 
and the Five Star Movement, with Forza Italia abstaining. After the crisis of its first cabinet, Prime 
Minister Conte remained in office thanks to a new agreement between the Five Star Movement 
and the main centre-left party, the Partito Democratico. The Conte II government confirmed its 
commitment to the reform while simultaneously launching a process to revise the electoral law. 
At that point, a large majority of parliamentary forces gave their green light to the reform, which 
was eventually approved during the second reading (required by the Constitution for constitutional 
revisions) in the Chamber of Deputies, with the support of all groups. However, the fact that three 
out of the four votes (the first reading in both the Chamber and the Senate, and the second reading 
in the Senate) had not reached the qualified two-thirds majority opened the way for a confirmatory 
referendum, which was held on 20–21 September 2020.
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4 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

2. Expectations generated by the r eform 

The  most  politically  vocal  proponents  of  the  reduction  of  MPs  emphasized  a  
message likely to resonate with a portion of the electorate: reducing the number of 
MPs meant cutting the cost of politics. This populist framing discredited the role 
of institut ions meant to mediate between voters’ will and go vernment decision s.

Experts and commentators in favour of the reform, aware of its limited impact 
on public spending, instead highlighted potential efficiency gains in decision-
making processes. They pointed out that Italian MPs in both chambers were 
significantly more numerous than in most other democracies (Vassallo 2020 ). 
Some argued that the reduced number would bring Italy closer t o Taagepera’s 
(1972 , 1973 ) ideal size for legislatures, once adjusted for the size of the electorat e.

The parliamentary debate before the reform’s final approval focused on three 
types of effects3 : the relationship between MPs and voters; the quality and prestige 
of MPs and the institution; and the functioning of the chambers and government 
stability. Not all these effects are empirically testable, especially given the short 
time the reform has been in effect. In particular, a test on the issue of government 
stability should wait a few years more, while for what concerns the question of the 
functioning of the two parliamentary branches a first assessment by Kushi et al . 
(2025) seems to raise a few doubts about the effective pros of the application of 
the reform. Ther efore, we exclude the third category—chamber functioning and 
government stability—from our analysis .

The  first  type  of  effects  involves  the  expansion  of  each  MP’s  electoral  base.  
This is both an obvious and immediate outcome and a divisive one—welcomed 
by some, feared by others. Before the reform, it was already unlikely that Members 
of Parliament (MPs) in party-controlled lists (either proportional or first-past-the-
post) had a direct relationship with voters. Electoral systems played a central role, 
and candidate rankings were determined by party l eadership. 

The electoral system adopted in 2018 (Rosato Law) is a mixed one, with a 
little over one-third of seats allocated via first-past-the-post in single-member 
districts. However, studies on recent elections show that voters did not view these 
districts  as  meaningful  in  choosing  representatives  (Chiaramonte, D’Alimonte, 
and Paparo 2024 : 281). Compared to the previous proportional system with a 
majority bonus, the Rosato Law introduces some uncertainty, but not enough to 
weaken party control over ‘safe’ positions and MP se lection (Chiaramonte and 
D’Alimonte 2018 ).

After the reform—especially in the Senate, where each MP now represents over 
600,000 people—a direct relationship is even more improbable. F or some, t his 

3 This paragraph reviews the experts’ audits conducted in the Chamber of Deputies 
during the discussion of the constitutional bill (C. 1585 COST). See the stenographic 
records of the proceedings of XVIII Legislature: vedi XVIIILegislatura-Lavori
-Resocontistenograficidelleindaginiconoscitive(camera.it).
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undermines representation (Curreri 2019 ; Natalizia 2019 ; Porena 2019 ), prevents 
territorial interests from being reflected, and increases voter alienation (Luciani 
2019). It may also raise campaign costs and lobby influence (Porena 2019 ). 
Others argue that technology and social media can maintain MP-voter contact 
regardless of district size (Cerrina Feroni 2019 ; Di Plinio 2019 ). Moreover, with the  
growing role of regions, Parliament is increasingly expected to represent general 
policy positions rather than specific loc al interests—fewer MPs might mean more 
resilience to lobbying (Di Plinio 2019 ; Onida 2019 ).

Regardless of whether this change is viewed positively or negatively, one might  
expect that a candidate’s pre-parliamentary visibility or local experience now 
carries less weight if limited to small territorial areas, such as small and medium-
sized municipalities. By contrast, experience gained in regional administrations or 
large cities, as well as roles held at the regional or national level within political 
parties, may now matter more than in the past—since political parties are the 
only organizations whose affiliation enables candidates to compete for votes in 
an electoral arena that has significantly expanded. Indeed, preliminary analyses 
(Campati 2024 ; Marino, Tronconi, and Verzichelli 2024 ) seem to confirm that with  
a smaller number of MPs, party affiliation and proximity to the leadership have 
become more important in candidate selection. The research hypotheses based on 
these assumptions are the f ollowing. 

H1: The reduction in the number of MPs, taking into account the redistribution 
of seats among parties, has increased the likelihood of being an MP for those with 
experience in regional o r major city gover nance. 
H2: The reduction in number of MPs, taking into account the redistribution of 
seats among parties, has increased the likelihood of being an MP for those with 
experience in parties, especially at the regional or nationa l level .

The smaller number of parliamentarians, regardless of the inevitable broaden-
ing of the electoral base, has been associated by some with an improvement 
in the quality of representatives. The idea is that a smaller legislative body is 
more prestigious (Cerrina Feroni 2019 ) and either attracts better candidates or 
prompts parties to propose better candidates—whatever that may mean (Di Plinio 
2019 ). What is certain is that in a body with fewer members, each represen-
tative  carries  greater  individual  weight.  One  might  suppose,  for  example,  that  
this greater individual weight would, in the interest of party leadership, corre-
spond to the selection of more educated and competent candidates—those better 
able to promote the party’s agenda in parliamentary debates. Undoubtedly, any 
deviation from party directives by an elected official, or any display of independent 
behaviour, can have significant consequences for the party (and the coalition it 
belongs to) in th e decision-making process when the chamber has fewer members 
(Natalizia 2019). It therefore seems plausible that party leadership would try to 
minimize this risk by selecting candidates who have already d emonstrated loyalty 
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6 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

and obedience—perhaps through previous parliamentary experience—and whose 
professional success is largely tied to their political career. As a result, compara-
tively less room might be given to figures from civil society whose opportunities for 
social and economic advancement are unrelated to a political career. The resul ting 
hypotheses a re: 

H3: The reduction in number of MPs, taking into account the redistribution of 
seats among parties, has increased the likelihood of being an MP for those who 
are career politi cians. 
H4: The reduction in number of MPs, taking into account the redistribution of 
seats among parties, has increased the likelihood of being an MP for those who 
are highly e ducated. 
H5: The reduction in number of MPs, taking into account the redistribution of 
seats among parties, has increased the likelihood of being an MP for t hose with 
previous parliamentary exp erience. 

2.1 The profile of parliamentarians in the 19th legislatur e 

An initial assessment of the effects on the profile of parliamentarians cannot 
disregard a comparison between the 18th and 19th Legislatu res.4 

Almost all the hypotheses previously discussed seem to find preliminary and 
provisional support in this comparison. The percentage of elected officials with 
no experience in local government and only minor or no roles within parties 
decreases. Conversely, the proportion of those who have held positions at the 
regional level or in large cities—either in government or within parties—increases 
(H1, H2). There is also a rise in the share of elected officials with prior parliamen-
tary experience (H5), as well as those who declared a ‘political’ profession before 
entering Parliament (note) (H3). The only ex ception is the level of education, 
which remains largely unchanged between the 18th and 19th Legislatur es.

Comparisons between one legislature and another while insightful and neces-
sary to describe the evolution of the parliament’s socio-professional composition, 
they prove naïve and sometimes misleading if they aim to assess the impact of the 
constitutional reform on their own. As previously noted, these comparisons show 
changes in the profile of elected officials occurring alongside the reduction in seats, 
but they do not allow us to determine whether this is a coincidence or whether 
the reform has had a substantive effect on the qualities of the representatives. In 
fact, such co mparisons cannot take into account the trajectories of t he various 

4 Comparative analyses including the data on previous legislative terms would be much less significant  
given the reiterated changes of electoral systems.
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Few but good 7

Figure 1. Socio-professional and political career backgrounds of Italian MPs in the 18th and 
19th legislature. Source: The data used for the analyses in this article come from the COPEI 
archives (CIRCap Observatory on Political Elites and Institutions) at the University of Siena. A 
longitudinal dataset on members of the Chamber of Deputies is already available (see Verzichelli 
et al. 2022 ). This study represents the first step in a broader project aimed at integrating long-
term data for both the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, carried out by research teams from 
the Universities of Milan and Siena. For a description of the variables’ operationalization, see
Table 2 .

political forces and their expectations concerning the outcome of the 2022 electoral 
competitio n. 

First, the political experience and socio-professional characteristics of elected 
officials are not evenly distributed across parties (Figure 1 and Table A1 in the 
appendix). The electoral fortunes of these parties can largely explain the changes 
observed from one legislature to the next. For example, in the 18th Legislature, 
the majority of Movimento Cinque Stelle (5Sm) parliamentarians had little or no 
experience in political parties, local government, or Parliament. Moreover, there 
were very few political professionals among their ranks. The drop in the percentage 
of seats won by 5Sm in the 19th Legislature may have increased the overall 
presence in Parliament of characteristics that were least representative of that party. 
Similarly, the increase in the percentage of lawyers elected in 2022, which can be 
also connected to the resilience of a traditionally dominant professional group in 
politics (Hain and Piereson 1975 ) seems to be mostly due to effect of the success 
of Fratelli d’Italia (FdI), whose elite is rather different from the other centre-right 
parties. Indeed, while Forza Ita lia (FI) is traditionally more inclined to represent 
entrepreneurs and the Lega (L) closer to small business and farmers, the party of 
Giorgia Meloni shows a more traditional elite of cadre s with a significant share of 
lawyers (Ponzo and Verzichelli 2023). 
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8 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

Second, while it is reasonable to assume that the constitutional reduction in the 
number of parliamentarians forced party leaderships to reconsider their recruit-
ment practices for deputies and senators ahead of the 2022 election campaign, 
we must also recognize that each political party expected a different reduction 
in seats based on their projections of electoral performance. For the party that 
ultimately won the election—FdI—the seats projected (and eventually won) were, 
even in absolute terms, far more than those obtained in the previous election. For 
5Sm by contrast, even the most optimistic forecasts based on polling indicated a 
sharp decline in support, and thus a much greater reduction in seats than would 
have resulted from the constitutional reform alone. This anticipated drop-in sup-
port may have encouraged further verticalization and centralization in candidate 
selection, regardless of the reduction in the total number of parliamentary seats. 
Similarly, the elec toral forecasts for the Partito Democratico and FI—the latter now 
relegated to the role of third force in the centre-right coalition—may have had the 
same e ffect. 

Finally, it should be noted that although the percentage reduction in the number 
of parliamentarians was the same in both chambers, its implementation in the 
Senate potentially produced effects not attributable solely to the cut in seats. On 
one hand, the combination of the reduction in the number of senators and certain 
constitutional rules governing their election introduced new significant distortions 
in the seats-to-population ratio—distortions that were previously absent—across 
electoral districts in different regions.5 On the other hand, the October 2021 
reform that extended the right to vote for the Senate (previously reserved for voters 
aged twenty-five and over) to all adult citizens aged eighteen and o lder, changed 
the electoral base for the 2022 Senate elections compared to 2018 (Chiaramonte, 
D’Alimonte, and Paparo 2024 ). 

2.2 A two-stage research strateg y 

To be able to attribute with less uncertainty a causal role to this reduction, we 
should, starting from the pool of potential election candidates, estimate whether 
the characteristics outlined in the hypotheses of the previous section facilitated or 

5 Before the reform, Article 57 of the Italian Constitution guaranteed each region at least seven 
senators (two for Molise, one for Valle d’Aosta). This determined strong over-representation for 
small regions such as Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Umbria, and Basilicata. With the new text, the minimum 
was lowered to three senators for each region or autonomous province. This significantly reduced 
the seats for Umbria and Basilicata (from seven to three) and for Friuli-Venezia Giulia (from seven 
to four), more than the average reduction elsewhere. Conversely, the equal treatment of autonomous 
provinces and regions granted three senators each to Trento and Bolzano: Trentino-Alto Adige thus 
went from seven to six seats, still above the number proportional to its population (4). Moreover, all 
seats in the region are assigned by a majority system, making it the only exception to the ‘mixed’ rule 
of the Rosato law, which allocates about two-thirds of seats proportionally and one-third by majority. 
Overall, the reform reducing the num ber of parliamentarians corrected the over-representation of 
some small regions but created a new one in favor of Trentino-Alto A dige. 
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Few but good 9

hindered election in 2022, and conversely, did not play a similar role (or played 
a  lesser  role)  in  the  previous  electoral  round.  Our  interest  is  not  in  the  role  
these characteristics played in the 2022 elections per se, but rather in whether 
their impact changed when co mparing this election with the previous one, when 
Parliament had 945 elected mem bers instead o f 600. 

This estimation must be made while considering these characteristics simul-
taneously and alongside other control variables such as gender and age, taking 
into account the affiliation to parties with very different electoral performances 
between one legislature and the next. In other words, we should assess whether 
the reduction in the number of parliamentarians led party leaderships to place 
greater (or lesser) emphasis on certain individual characteristics when selecting 
candidates with realistic chances of b eing elected . 

We do not have a dataset of potential candidates from which political forces 
selected, prior to the 2022 and 2018 campaigns, those to be placed in favorable 
list positions or single-member constituencies. As a result, we cannot directly test 
whether the reduction in the number of deputies and senators influenced party 
leaderships’ decisions. However, we can produce an indirect t est using the tools 
and rigor of multivariate analysis, through a two-stage procedur e. 

2.2.1 Analysis of re-elections. In the first stage, we do not focus on election chances  
in general, but on re-election chances. Taking as a dataset the deputies and senators 
in office at the end of the 18th legislature and at the end of the 17th legislature, 
and accounting for the various parliamentary group affiliations (and thus different 
electoral expectations), we can use a logistic regression model to determine to 
what extent the hypotheses illustrated in the second paragraph are confirmed or 
not. Since a number of parliamentarians were re-elected in a different chamber 
than the one in which they had previously served, we considered both deputies 
and senators together in a single dataset. What we want to assess is whether 
the impact of certain characteristics on the probability of re-election changes 
significantly between two types of legislatures: one followed by another with the 
same number of seats (the 17th), and one (the 18th) that immediately preceded 
the reduction of the overall number of parliamentarians. For example, we check 
whether, compared to only holding a secondary school diploma at the end of the 
17th legislature, having a tertiary education level increased the probability of a 
parliamentarian serving at the end of the 18th legislature being re-elected in the 
19th legislature compared to a similar parliamentarian from the 17th legislature 
being re-elected in the 18th. Therefore, our main variables are interaction terms 
between the type of the legislatur es and the characteristics suggested by the 
h ypotheses. 

Looking at the descriptive statistics, we observe that the percentage of 
‘survivors’ from one legislature to the next—measured against the t otal number of 
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10 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

elected members—increased considerably after the reduction in seats. In absolute 
terms, 311 parliamentarians were re-elected out of 945 in the 18th legislature, 
while 298 were re-elected out of 600 in the 19th legislature. This corresponds 
to 32% and 49.6% of the total members, respectively.6 The  higher  percentage  of  
incumbent MPs is largely the result of moving to a legislature with 36.5% fewer 
seats. Relative to the total number of parliamentarians in the 18th legislature, the 
surviva l rate in the 19th legislature is close to that observed in the 18th legislature 
compared with the previou s one (31.5%). 

If the same proportion were to hold between the 19th and 20th legislatures, 
‘survivors’ would account for less than one-third of all elected members. This 
suggests that comparing re-elected and non–re-elected members across the last 
two legislatures highlights the effect of a one-off transition rather than the long-
term impact of a smaller parliament. To state more confidently that certain 
‘recruitment’ criteria are consistently sensitive to the reduced size of Parliament, 
we must also examine elected members who were not previously incumbents. In 
particular, we need to assess whether the factors that most favoured or hindered 
re-election in the 19th legislature, compared with the 18th, also generally favoured 
or hindered election among all cand idates. 

2.2.2 Analysis of newcomers—incumbents similarity. Suppose that, as an effect of 
the reform, serving as the mayor of a large city—relative to having no local gov-
ernment experience—increased the likelihood of re-election in the 19th legislature 
more than in the 18th. The key question is whether this effect also applies to 
non-incumbents. An indirect test compares survivors with newcomers: if, ceteris 
paribus, the probability of election as a newcomer rather than as a survivor does 
not significantly decline from the 18th to the 19th legislature for former mayors 
of la rge cities, we can infer that the seat reduction affected their chances similarly, 
regardless of incumbency sta tus. 

To examine this, we analyse the full dataset of deputies and senators at the 
start of the 18th and 19th legislatures. A logistic regression tests whether the 
variables identified in our hypotheses also shape the probability of being elected 
as a newcomer. Parliamentary group a ffiliation is included also to account for 
differing electora l expectation s. 

As in the previous analysis, the focus is not on the absolute effect of local exec-
utive experience (or any other attribute) on the likelihood of being a newcomer 
within a single legislature. Rather, the question is whether its effect shifts across 
legislatures following the seat reduc tion. If a characteristic does not sign ificantly 

6 If we exclude parliamentarians from FdI (Fratelli d’ Italia)—who expanded from 50 members (out 
of 945) to 181 (out of 600), thus accounting for 40% of the newcomers in the 19th legislature—the 
rate rises to nearly 60%. In other words, the fac tors influencing re-election applied to about half of 
all MPs in the 19th legislat ure. 
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Few but good 11

reduce the probability of being elected as a newcomer rather than an incumbent 
between the 18th and 19th legislatures, we infer that the propensity to elect 
candidates with that attribute has generally increased under the smaller legislature, 
among both incumbents and non-incu mbents. 

However, such an inference is problematic and must be considered with a grain 
of salt. It rests on the crucial assumption that the distribution of characteristics 
identified in the hypotheses (including local government experience, as in the 
example) among potential non-incumbent candidates remained stable, or changed 
only marginally, between the 18th and 19th legislatures. If this distribution shifted 
substantially, an observed increase (or decrease) in the election of non-incumbents 
with a given profile could randomly reflect the variation in non-incumbent candi-
date supply rat her than deliberate voter or party leadership choice. 

Moreover, the fact that a characteristic does not significantly reduce the proba-
bility of being elected as a newcomer rather than as an incumbent between the 18th  
and 19th legislatures is sufficient—but not necessary—to extend the effects of this 
characteristic to non-incumbent MPs. It is possible that, in the transition from the 
18th to the 19th legislature, the characteristic increased the likelihood of election 
for newcomers, but to a lesser extent than for incumbents. In such cases, the effect  
on the probability of being a newcomer would appear negative, even though the 
characteristic pos itively affected newcomers’ electoral chan ces. 

Similar interpretive difficulties arise when a characteristic decreases the prob-
ability of re-election for incumbents but increases the probability of election for 
newcomers. In this case, the apparent advantage for newcomers may simply reflect 
lower re-election probabilities for incumbents with that attribute. Conversely, if 
no significant effect on re-election probabilities is detected—whether positive 
or negative—then an increase in the probability of elec tion among newcomers, 
consistent with the hypotheses, may indeed be genuine. 

These caveats show that our findings cannot match the robustness of an analysis 
based on an ideal dataset of all prospective candidates. Still, comparing the first and 
second stages of the analysis is an exploratory perspective that allows us to identify  
which hypotheses seem to hold for both newcomers and incumbents, and which 
apply  only  to  one  group  or  to  neither  Table 1 . summarizes in abstract terms the 
possible outcome combinations of the two analyses outlin ed abo ve. 

2.3 Multivariate analysi s 

Since we analyse jointly the elections that shaped the composition of the Italian 
Parliament in the 18th and 19th legislatures, the units of analysis in our datasets 
are defined by presence in a legislature, rather than by the identity of individual 
members. In other words, if the same MP serves in both legislatures, they are 
counted t wice. 
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12 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

Table 1 . Theoretical framework of multivariate analysis outc omes. 

Effect on probability of re-electionin the 19th legislature compared to the 18th 
legislature data: elected MPs at the end of 17th and 18th le gislature 

Effect on the probability 
of being a newcomer in 
the 19th legislature 
compared to the 18th 
Data: elected MPs at t he 
beginning of 19th and 
18th le gislature 

The  variable  has  the  
expected effect on the 
probability of re-election 
in the 19th legislature 
compared to the 
probability of re-election 
in the 18th. 

The  variable  has  no  
effect on the probability 
of re-election in the 19th 
legislature compared to 
the probability of 
re-election in the 18th. 

The variable has an 
effect opposite to the one 
expected on the 
probability of re-election 
in the 19th legislature 
compared t o the 
probability of re-elec tion 
in the 18th. 

The  variable  has  no  effect  
on the probability that the 
MP is a newly elected 
member in the 19th 
legislature compared t o the 
probability of being one i n 
the 18t h. 

Hypothesis is confirmed 
for all parliamentarians, 
regardless of previous 
parlia mentary exper ience 

Hypothesis is refuted for 
all parliame ntarians 

Hypothesis is refuted for 
all parliame ntarians 

Variable has an effect on 
the probability of being a 
new member in the 19th 
with the sign predicted by 
the hypothe sis 

Hypothesis is confirmed 
Effect predicted by the 
hypothesis seems to be 
even st ronger for 
newco mers 

Hypothesis seems 
confirmed only for 
newcomers 

Effect predicted by the 
hypothesis very unlikely 
and limited to the 
newco mers 

Variable has an effect on 
the probability of being a 
new member in the 19th 
relative  to  18th  with  the  
sign opposite to t he one 
predicted by the hypothes is 

Hypothesis is confirmed 
only for the re-election of 
incumb ent member s 

Hypothesis is refuted for 
all parliame ntarians 

Hypothesis is refuted for 
all parliamentarians (and 
the reverse hypothesis is 
a  promisi  ng  candidate.  )  

In the analysis of parliamentary re-election between one legislature and the 
next, we refer to the legislature of origin. MPs attributed to the 18th legislature 
are those present at the end of the 17th legislature, while those attributed to the 
19th legislature are those in office at the end of the 18th. MPs and senators are 
consi dered re-elected if they are present in Parliament at the start of the new 
legislatur e. 

We do not have information on which MPs were officially re-nominated. How-
ever, given the nature of the electoral system—which grants full discretion to party 
leaderships—and their ability to reasonably anticipate electoral outcomes, there is 
little substantive difference between those who were not re-elected because they 
were not re-nominated or chose not to run (knowing re-election was unlikely), 
and those who ran but w ere placed in unwinnable list positions or districts. I n 
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Few but good 13

both cases, the party leaderships chose from the universe of candidates eligible for 
re-election those they predicted would enter p arliament. 

In the second-stage analysis, which focuses on distinguishing between re-
elected and newcomer MPs, we define as ‘elected’ those serving at the start of the 
18th and 19th legislatures, and as ‘newcomer’ those who were not in office during 
the previous legisla ture. 

Party experience is categorized into four levels: none, local, regional, and 
national. Similarly, local government experience, whether in assemblies or exec-
utives, is classified as: none, small cities, provincial cap itals (big cities), and 
provinces and reg ional. 

Parliamentary experience in the re-election analysis7 is operationalized using 
the variable freshmen, which takes the value 1 when the elected member has not 
serv ed at least one previous term. 

Educational attainment is divided into four categories: up to lower secondary 
education (primary school), upper secondary education (secondary school), 
bachelor’s degree (undergraduate), and postgraduate education (Master or Ph.D). 
All these variables are interacted with the variable legislature, which takes th e 
value 1 for the 19th legislature and 0 for the 18t h. 

In addition to the variables directly related to our hypotheses, we include 
the following as control variables: chamber (House or Senate), gender, age, and 
membership in different parliamentary groups.8 Since we cannot rule out that the  
reduction in the number of parliamentarians may alter the effect of these variables 
on both the probability of re-election and the likelihood that an elected official is 
‘new’, the control variables are also interacted with the legislature variable. Table 2 
summarizes the operational definition of all variables, while t he overview of the 
content of the multivariate analysis is p resented in Table 3 . 

To correctly interpret the results, attention must be focused on the interaction 
coefficient between the legislature—either the one from which re-election may 
occur (first stage) or the one in which the election has just taken place (second 
stage)—and the variables specified in each hypothesis. This coefficient expresses 
the ratio between the impact of a given category of the variable when the legislature  
is the 19th (value 1) and the impact of the same category when the legislature is 
the 18th (value 0). Both impac ts, and their ratio, are measured with respect to the 
reference category in the 18th l egislature. 

While the coefficients are presented as log-odds ratios for graphical represen-
tation purposes, the interpretation of the results refers to odds rati os. 

7 The variable ‘parliamentary experience’ is obviously not used in the analysis of newcomers since it 
largely o verlaps with the dependent variable. 
8 In the legislatures considered, the parliamentary groups are not always the same and it was therefore  
necessary to proceed with some mergers. 
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14 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli 

Table 2 . Variables  used  in  the  statistical  analysis  and  their  opera  tionalization.  

Dependent variables Operationalization 

Parliamentary survival 
Source: MPs in force at the end of 17th 
and 18th legislat ure) 

Non re-elected (0) 
Re-elect ed (1) 

Newcomer 
Source:  MPs  in  force  at  the  beginning  o  f  
18th and 19th legi slature 

Already incumbent in the previous legislature (0) 
Non incumbent in the previous l egislature (1 ) 

Independent variable Operationalization 
Legislature 18th Legislature (end of 17th legislature in re-election analysis; 

beginning of 18th legislature in newcomer analysis): 0 
19th Legislature (end of 18th legislature in re-election analysis; 
b eginning of 19th legislature in newcomer a nalysis): 1 

Local government experience None (reference category) 
Small cities: Members of the executive in cities that are not provincial 
capitals; members of municipal legislative assemblies. 
Big cities: Members of the executive in cities that are also provincial 
capitals and members of provincial executives . 
Regional: Members of regional executive or legislat ive bod ies. 

Party experience None or minor offices (reference category) 
Local (municipal and provincial level) 
Regional 
Nationa l 

Profession before entering Parliament Professional politicians (paid party members,9 former trade unionist, 
and journalists) (1) 
All ot her professions ( 0) 

Education None or primary school (reference category) 
Secondary school 
Undergraduate 
Ph.D or Master (at least five years of universit y) 

Parliamentary experience (only in 
re-election anal ysis) 

No previous parliamentary experience 0 
A previous parliamentary exper ience (1 ) 

Control variables Operationalization 
Age 18–35 

36–49 
50–65 
Beyon d 6 5 

Gender Male (0) 
Female ( 1) 

Chamber of origin (re-election analysis) 
or of election (newcomer anal ysis) 

Senato (0) 
Camera dei deputa ti ( 1) 

Parliamentary parties 5Sm—Movimento 5 stelle (reference category) 
FI—Forza Italia 
L—Lega 
PD—Partito Democratico 
RL—Radical left parties 
FdI—Fratelli d’Italia 
Centre left groups (Azione-ItaliaViva-Renew Europe) 
Centre groups (small centrist groups allied with centre-right parties) 
Mixed (regional parties and very marginal p arties, merged in a single 
group according to the parliament r ules) 
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Table 3 . Summary and overview of multivariate analysis results in relation to research hypotheses. 

Effect on probability of re-electionin the 19th legislature compared to the 
18th legislature data: elected MPs at the end of 17th and 18th le gislature 

Effect on the probability of 
being a newcomer in the 
19th legislature compared to 
the 18th 
Data: elected MPs at the 
b eginning of 19th and 18th 
legisl ature 

The variable has the 
expected effect on the 
probability of re-election in 
the 19th legislature 
compared to the p robability 
of re-election in the 18th. 

The variable has no 
effect on the 
probability of 
re-election in the 
19th legislature 
compared to the 
probabilit y of 
re-election in the 
18th. 

The variable has an 
effect  opposite  to  the  
one expected on the 
probability of 
re-election in the 
19th legislature 
compared to the 
probability of 
re-election in the 
18th. 

The variable has no effect on 
the probability that the MP is 
a  newly  elected  member  in  
the 19th legislature compared 
to t he probability of being 
one i n the 18t h. 

H1. The hypothesis appears 
to be confirmed for all MPs, 
whether newcomers or 
incumbents, with regard to 
positions large cities and 
provincial governments. 
H2. The hypothesis appears 
to be confirmed for all MPs 
when the party role is at the 
regional level. 
H4. The hypothesis appears 
to be confirmed for all M Ps, 
whether newcomers or 
incumbents, with regard to 
Ph.D or Master education 
leve l, 

H5. The hypothesis is 
refuted for all MPs. 
H1. The hypothesis is 
not confirmed for all 
MPs, whether 
newcomers or 
incumbents, with 
re gard to positions in 
the r egions. 

__ 

Variable has an effect on the 
probability of being a new 
member  in  the  19th  with  the  
sign predicted by the 
hypothe sis 

__ __ __ 

Variable has an effect on the 
probability of being a new 
member in the 19th relative 
to 18th with the sign opposite 
to t he one predicted by the 
hypot hesis 

H2. The hypothesis appears 
to be confirmed only for 
already incumbent MPs 
when the party role is at the 
national level. 
H4. The hypothesis appears 
to be confirmed only for 
already incumbent MPs 
when the education l evel is 
upper secondary school or 
Bachelo r degree . 

H3. The hypothesis is 
refuted for all M Ps. 
(not a) 

__ 
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16 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli

Figure 2. Logistic analysis of re-election probability. Members of the Chamber of Deputies at the 
end of the 17th and 18th legislatures. Note: Non-significant coefficients are not r eported. Odds 
ratios in parentheses. 

2.3.1 Analysis of re-elections. Compared to those without party experience at the 
end of the 17th legislature, individuals with party experience at the national or 
regional level (H1) at the end of the 18th legislature were about two and a half 
times more likely to be re-elected than those with the same type of experience at 
the end of the 17th legislature (Fig. 2 ). Similarly, compared to those without any 
local government experience at the end of the 17th legislature, MPs who had served 
in the governments of provincial capitals or in provincial governments (H2) at the 
end of the 18th legislature were three times more likely to be re-elected than those 
with equivalent experience at the end of the 17th l egislature. 

Educational attainment shows a comparable effect (H4). Compared to individ-
uals with at most primary education, holding a bachelor’s degree at the end of the 
18th legislature was associated with a more than 2.5 times higher likelihood of 
re-election—relative to degree holders at the end of the 17th legisla ture. 

Contrary to the expectations in H5 and H3, prior parliamentary experience or 
having pursued a political profession before entering parliament did not exhibit 
significantly different effects a cross the two legislatur es. 

2.3.2 Analysis of newcomers—incumbents similarity. The analysis of the proba-
bility that MPs at the beginning of a legislature had not served in the previous 
one sheds light on whether, in the 19th legislature compared to the 18th, party 
leaderships applied similar or differ ent criteria when selecting candidates from 
inside or outside p arliament (Fig. 3 ). 

When compared to MPs without local government experience in the 18th 
legislature, those elected with such experience in the 19th legislature were neither 
more nor less likely to have been MPs in the previous legislature (H1). The same 
applies to those with re gional party experience: they did not differ s ignificantly 
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Figure 3. Logistic analysis of the probability of being new comer (i.e., non-incumbent). MPs at 
the start of the 18th and 19th legislatures. Note: Non-significant coefficients are not reported. 
Odds ratios in parentheses. 

from MPs without party experience in terms of the likelihood of being newcomers 
(H2). 

By contrast, compared to MPs without (or with only minor) party experience 
in the 18th legislature, those with party experience at the national level in the 19th 
legislature were only 30% as likely as their counterparts in the 18th legislature to 
be newcomers ( H2). 

Political professionalism (H3) also appears to have characterized returning MPs 
more strongly in the 19th legislature than in the 18th. Specifically, among those 
who were professional politicians before their election, MPs in the 19th legislature 
had only 40% of the probability of their 18t h legislature counterparts of being 
newcomers. 

Finally, educational attainment seems to have mattered far less in the 19th 
legislature. Compared to individuals with only primary education in the 18th 
legislature, degree holders in the 19th legislature had just 10% of the probability 
of their 18th legislature counterparts of being newcomers. The results from the 
two-stage analyses can be combined in the same tabular forma t used previously 
(Table 2 ), in order to better compare them with the i nitial hypotheses . 

3. Conclusions 

The debate within the Italian Parliament and in public opinion leading up to 
the approval of the reduction in the number of MPs raised a seemingly simple 
research question: does a Parliament with fewer representatives also mean a better 
Parliament? Or, to avoid the pitfalls of normative judgment, in what ways does its 
composition and performa nce diff er? 
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18 F. Zucchini and L. Verzichelli 

It quickly becomes clear, however, that such a question actually contains two 
distinct ones. The first concerns the reduction in a strict sense—namely, in the 
Italian case, the transition from a Parliament with 945 members to one with 600. 
The second seeks to compare the composition and performance of parliaments of 
different sizes once the reduction is already in the past, and the smaller Parliament 
is no longer ‘reduc ed’ in relation to its immediate predecessor, but simply t he 
new no rm. 

In this article, we could only address the first of these questions—and even then, 
only partially—by focusing on the socio-professional characteristics and political 
experience of the elected members. This is merely a preliminary exploration: the 
variables  used  to  reconstruct  the  profile  of  MPs  do  not  allow  us  to  determine  
whether members of the 19th legislature are, on average, better or more suitable 
than those of earlier legislatures with a great er number of mem bers. 

At most, we can estimate a new potential in terms of expertise or competi-
tiveness, for example by examining the level of formal education and noting an 
increased effect of holding a Mas ter’s or Ph.D. on the likelihood of being elected. 

On the other hand, as confirmed during the parliamentary hearings preceding 
the reform’s approval, the definition of ‘better’ ultimately depends on what one 
believes ought to be represented i n Parliament—and ho w. 

The reduction in the number of parliamentary seats can influence two key 
aspects of political selection. On one hand, it may alter the types of pre-electoral 
experiences that, due to their visibility, increase the likelihood of entering (or being 
re-elected to) Parliament. On the other hand, it may prompt party leaderships to 
select candidates whose backgrounds or professional positions offer greater guar-
antees of reliability and loyalty to the party—esp ecially in a smaller Parliament, 
where each MP’s vote carries more weight than in the p ast. 

At first glance, the analysis of variables related to socio-demographic profiles, 
professional backgrounds, and prior political experience seems to partially con-
firm these expectations. The reduction in the number of MPs appears to favour 
individuals with local government experience in large cities or at the regional 
level—territorial contexts that more closely resemble today’s multi-member dis-
tricts and large single-member constituencies. It also favours those who have held 
party roles at least at the regional level, professional politicians who have ‘lived off 
politics’ for a significant period before entering Parliament, and fina lly, those who 
have previously served as MPs, as well as those with a univ ersity-level degree . 

However, only some of these hypotheses—suggested by descriptive statistics— 
are confirmed by the more rigorous multivariate analyses, which we were able to 
conduct through a dual comparison: across legislatures and between the factors 
influencing re-election versus those facilitating the entry of newly elected mem-
bers. The most significant, and likely most enduring, effect of the reduction in 
the number of MPs, regardless of whether a member was re -elected or new ly 
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elected, appears to be the increased importance of regional-level experience within 
party careers (H2) and of local government experience in provincial capitals and 
provinces (H1). Educational attainment, while relevant when compared to having 
only a lower secondary school diploma, had a greater impact on re-election in the  
19th legislature than in the 18th. However, once all interactions are considered, 
its effect on the likelihood of being newly electe d in the 19th legislature is weaker 
tha n in the 18th. 

Contrary to initial expectations, by the end of the 18th legislature, having held 
a ‘political’ profession prior to entering Parliament or having already served a 
parliamentary  term  had  no  greater  effect  on  the  likelihood  of  re-election  than  it  
did at the end of the 17th legislature. The lack of influence of these characteristics 
on the selection of the new parliamentary class is further confirmed and reinforced 
by the comparison between returning and newly elected MPs. It seems that, to 
ensure loyalty within parliamentary groups—which are now, on average, smaller 
than in the past—it is sufficient to have prior experience in local government 
or to have held mid-level positions within party organizations. Both types of 
experience—administration in large cities and political activity at the regional 
level—apparently provide a territorial base for representatives, just as the com-
bination of electoral rules and the reduction in seats makes effective territorial 
representation increasingly difficult. The suspicion is that individuals are selected 
not because they will represent their territories once in Parliament, but because 
thes e experiences serve as proof of competence and loyalty. Those same territories, 
to paraphrase the famous image of a well-known philosopher, are like ladders that 
aspiring MPs climb and which, once they have ascended, can (and perha ps must) 
be thrown away. 

Overall, and perhaps predictably, a smaller Parliament also proves more closed 
to the inexperienced, the independent, and the so-called ‘civil society’ representa-
tives—a paradoxical effect for a reform that, as noted at the outset of this article, 
was largely promoted u sing populist argument s. 

If confirmed, this trend is consistent with studies in the comparative literature 
showing a further weakening of descriptive representation in the social composi-
tion of t he parliamentary elite (Allen and Stoll 2023 ). 

The  extent  to  which  the  size  of  parliaments  contributes  to  widening  the  gap  
in social background and professional experience between elected representatives 
and voters is a central issue for anyone concerned with the overall revitalization 
of parliamentary democracy and representative institutions—now more than ever 
caught between accusations of ‘futility’ and inadequacy, on the one hand, and, on 
the other, the evident decline in legitimacy caused by low electoral participation 
and the even lower reputation of t he political c lass. 
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