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Abstract

This editorial summarises the special issue “Regional Elections in Comparative Perspective” and reflects on
recent developments in selected European countries. The issue focuses primarily on the Central European
context, examining regional elections in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland. In addition, the inclusion
of a study on the Valencian autonomous elections in Spain opens up new avenues for comparison and
further exploration. All contributions are presented as case studies mapping developments within specific
national contexts. The special issue therefore adopts a deliberately comparative approach, aiming to offer
diverse analytical perspectives on regional elections and their specific impacts on different levels of
government. Although regional elections are often classified as second-order elections (SOE) within classical
theoretical frameworks, regions remain an irreplaceable part of individual political systems.
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1. Regional elections as a second-order elections (SOE)

This special issue of the Central European Journal of Politics (CEJOP) explores regional
elections from a comparative perspective. Within Czech academic literature, a number of
monographs have examined regional elections since their introduction in 2000. For
instance, Vajdova et al. (2001) focus specifically on the Usti nad Labem Region; Balik et al.
(2005) analyse the 2004 elections; Eibl et al. (2009) and Kunstat et al. (2010) study the
2008 elections; Balik et al. (2013) and Maskarinec and Blaha (2013) address the 2012
elections, with the latter again concentrating on the Usti nad Labem Region; and Eibl et al.
(2017) discuss the 2016 elections. In addition, a number of academic articles have
examined various aspects of regional elections. These include, for example, the
relationship between the 2016 regional elections and new political parties (Sarovec
2017), a comprehensive analysis of the 2020 election results (Kouba and Lysek 2022),
and a study comparing electoral competition at the national and regional levels since
2000, with particular attention to the success of regional parties (Folvarcny et al. 2025).

The general significance of research on regional elections lies in the fact that,
although regional elections can exhibit the characteristics of second-order elections (see
Reif and Schmitt 1980; Marsh 1998; Ferrara and Weishaupt 2004; Hix and Marsh 2007;
Hobolt et al. 2009), other scholars have demonstrated that the expectations of second-
order election theory hold only to a limited extent and under certain conditions (see
Schakel and Jeffery 2013). Moreover, despite the growing academic interest in regional
elections, this field of research remains underrepresented in comparison with studies of
national elections. Yet research into regional governance is of considerable importance,
as current trends associated with democratic backsliding occur not only at the national
level (see Greskovits 2015; Bustikova and Guasti 2017; Cianetti et al. 2018; Guasti and
Mansfeldova 2018; Zamecki et al. 2023), but also at the regional level, where studies of
subnational democracy remain scarce (see Palné Kovacs 2021; O’'Dwyer and Stenberg
2022; Maskarinec 2025).

For these reasons, this special issue devoted to the study of regional elections does
not focus exclusively on the Czech context but extends its comparative scope to selected
European countries. It brings together six academic articles - two in Czech and four in
English - addressing regional elections and related phenomena in the Czech Republic,
Slovakia, Poland, and Spain. The issue combines the insights of Czech and international
scholars employing different methodological approaches, all united by a common goal: to
provide a comparative perspective on developments in individual countries.

2. Contents of the special issue

In his contribution, Pavel Hyncica (2025) analyses the results of the 2024 regional
elections held on 20-21 September. As Czech academic literature already includes
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numerous studies on regional elections (see above), it is fitting to provide an analytical
reflection on the most recent ones. However, rather than offering a comprehensive
overview of results across all regions, as other studies have done, the author focuses on
selected aspects that reveal, both directly and indirectly, the degree of interconnection
between national politics and regional electoral arenas. This is examined against the
backdrop of the 2024 regional elections, in which national issues strongly resonated, yet
regional and local topics also played a significant role. It is also worth noting that these
elections allowed political parties to test certain tactical approaches ahead of the closely
watched elections to the Chamber of Deputies scheduled for October 2025.

Vladimir Hanacek (2025) concentrates specifically on municipalities with extended
powers (obce s rozsirenou piisobnosti - a type of municipality exercising delegated state
administration on behalf of the central government) in the South Bohemian Region,
drawing on data from the 2022 municipal elections. By classifying coalition arrangements,
the analysis produced a comprehensive regional typology aimed at identifying which
types of coalitions prevail in South Bohemian municipalities and why. The research
revealed that among the 17 largest towns analysed, the predominant model is the minimal
winning ideologically cohesive coalition - the most rational and predictable form of local
executive governance. Interestingly, one of the least expected variants, namely oversized
alliances of ideologically unrelated parties, appeared in four cases. Although the study
concludes that the ideological position of some independent or local groupings remains
difficult to define within the Czech local political landscape, the most recent municipal
elections of 2022 did not bring any major changes compared with 2018.

The paper by Jana Sutajova and Alexander Onufrak (2025) examines the context
and outcomes of the election for the president of the KoSice Self-Governing Region in
Slovakia. The 2022 regional elections were the first to be held jointly with municipal
elections (see Bardovi¢ 2023). The data analysis revealed a striking gender imbalance
among candidates (1 woman versus 11 men out of 12 in total), pointing to the broader
and persistent phenomenon of women'’s underrepresentation in Slovak regional politics.
The analysis also shows that candidates active in local self-government had the highest
chances of being elected. Within the Slovak context, it is noteworthy that voters belonging
to the Hungarian national minority constituted an important electoral segment. The
article reminds readers that each self-governing region has its own specific
characteristics that must not be overlooked, and that the findings should also be
considered in the context of the forthcoming regional elections in Slovakia, scheduled for
2026.

Simona Kovacova and Lukas Bernatek (2025) explore the strategic behaviour of
political actors in selected elections to the bodies of Slovakia’s self-governing regions.
While the paper does not explicitly draw on classical political-science frameworks such
as game theory or rational choice theory, it offers a clear account of weaknesses in the
regional electoral system (see Bardovi¢ 2024), taking into consideration the 2017
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amendment to the electoral law. The key analytical concept is strategic voting - the
motivation of voters not necessarily to elect their preferred candidate, but rather to
prevent another candidate from winning. The aim of such tactical voting is to block
extremist or anti-system representatives. The authors observe that the change in the
electoral system influenced electoral dynamics, particularly voter mobilisation.

Dominik Sieklucki (2025) presents a study focusing on mayoral elections in 18
Polish voivodeship capitals held between 2002 and 2024. The qualitative and quantitative
analysis covers 18 cities over six electoral cycles. A major milestone was the 2018
electoral reform, which, among other changes, introduced term limits as part of a broader
overhaul of the Polish electoral system. Until then, serving more than two consecutive
terms had been a relatively common phenomenon. Of particular interest is the
phenomenon of continuity, in which an incumbent directly designates their successor.
Equally significant is the question of voter motivation - why voters are willing to re-elect
the same candidates repeatedly, without showing a preference for alternation in local
leadership.

The article by Marcelo Guillén and Guillem Ninyoles (2025) analyses the 2023
elections in the Autonomous Region of Valencia. These elections took place at a time when
left-wing parties were significantly weakened within the regional government, while the
campaign led by the right was marked by strong nationalist overtones. Pre-election polls
predicted a close race. The Valencian regional elections had important internal
implications for the regional party system as well as external consequences linked to
national-level developments. The study shows that these elections initiated a new stage
in the evolution of the Valencian party system - the so-called fourth phase. At the same
time, other specific aspects proved important, such as increased support for the right-
wing bloc, reduced fragmentation, and heightened polarisation reflected in the growing
support for traditional parties. The results of the Valencian regional elections ultimately
strengthened the position of the two main parties, the PPCV and the PSPV.

3. Regions as an important component of political science research

The contributions in this special issue of the Central European Journal of Politics (CEJOP)
demonstrate that regional politics can be studied from multiple perspectives, each of
which enriches comparative political research and offers valuable inspiration for future
inquiry. The continued development of research on subnational levels of governance -
both local and regional - is particularly important, as most scholars still overlook the fact
that democracy may vary across territories (McMann 2018; Schakel and Massetti 2018).
Yet almost five decades ago, Dahl’s seminal book (1971) described the decision to analyse
democratisation solely at the national level (the so-called national regimes) as “a grave
omission”, emphasising that opportunities for contestation and participation may differ
considerably across a country’s subnational units. This tendency has since been identified
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by various authors as methodological nationalism bias (Schakel 2013), nationalising bias
(Schakel and Jeffery 2013), or whole-nation bias (Rokkan 1970).

Moreover, research on regional politics is crucial in light of the ongoing transfer of
policy competences and powers from central governments to regional administrations -
a process which, beginning in the 1970s, led to the emergence of many regions as full-
fledged democratic political systems (Dandoy et al. 2018). These developments have
produced growing differentiation among regions in terms of political representation,
participation, competition, and accountability (Loughlin et al. 2011), as well as in the
institutional arrangements and the extent of authority vested in regional governments
(Hooghe et al. 2016). Together, these dynamics open up an exceptionally wide field for
further research.
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