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4.3	 THE GERMAN ELECTORAL SYSTEM

How does the German electoral system work?
C3 Framework Indicator D2.Civ.1.9-12. Distinguish the powers and responsibilities of local, state, tribal, national, 

and international civic and political institutions. 

D2.Civ.8.9-12. Evaluate social and political systems in different contexts, times, and 
places, that promote civic virtues and enact democratic principles. 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s 
perspectives.

Staging the Compelling Question Students will analyze the significance of the two different votes granted to every citizen 
in the election of the Bundestag. They will also examine how Germans elect their chief 
executive, the German Chancellor.

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

Every eligible voter in Germany can cast 
two votes for the Bundestag. What is the 
first vote cast for?

What is the significance of the second vote 
or Zweitstimme?

How is the German Chancellor elected?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

Students will create a flow chart showing 
the election process including the 
concepts of direct mandate, overhang, and 
balance seats. 

Students should read the articles in the 
resources list, and create a chart showing 
the election process and determine 
the significance of the second vote as 
indicated in the assigned article. 

Students will research how Germans select 
their chancellor, and complete one section 
of the handout with that information.

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: YouTube Source A: The German electoral system 
(Handout 4.3.1)

Source B: German Bundestag

Source C: Spiegel Online

Source D: Deutsche Welle

Source A: Election of the Chancellor of 
Germany—Comparison (Handout 4.3.2)

Source B: Official Website of the Federal 
Chancellor

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension: Have students explore the term limits (if any) of a chief executive of another 
country, and list the advantages and disadvantages of these limits.

Taking Informed Action Understand: In Germany, every citizen is automatically registered to vote when they 
register their residence. In 2017, voter turnout was at 76.2% of eligible voters in Germany.

Assess: In your state or province, how do you register to vote?

Act: Brainstorm ways to take action to help more people in your state or province register 
to vote.



FOCUS 4

GERMANY IN FOCUS  A Transatlantic Outreach Program Instructional text for secondary educators� 183

FOCUS 4 – Civics and Government� 4.3  The German Electoral System

COMPELLING QUESTION

•	 How does the German electoral system work?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW

This inquiry is designed to give students an understanding of the German electoral system. Students will learn about the struc-
ture of the German Bundestag, which is the direct representative body of the government, elected by the people. Students 
will analyze the significance of the two different votes granted to every citizen in the election of the Bundestag. They will also 
examine how Germans elect their chief executive, the German Chancellor. 

TEACHER BACKGROUND

The German Basic Law (and so the electoral system) emerged 
as a direct outcome of the demise of the Weimar Republic. 
Due to the chaos and fragmentation of parties, such as the 
Communists and National Socialists, the Weimar government 
failed when it voted solely in a proportional representation 
system. Therefore, the framers of the Basic Law, who wanted 
to bring back the proportional party representation system 
following the harrowing dictatorship of the National Socialists, 
decided to add single-member districts, where one candidate 
is elected in each constituency/district. This would ensure 
greater accountability of representatives to their electoral dis-
tricts. The framers of the law believed that this hybrid system 
would prevent splinter parties from entering the Bundestag. 
An additional measure they took was to put in place a 5% threshold that parties need to attain in order to enter the Bundestag. 

Though the German government has three distinct branches (judicial, executive, and legislative), like in the United States, this 
inquiry will focus only on one portion of the legislative branch—the Bundestag. The Bundestag, which is the German federal 
parliament, is the only body directly voted for by the German people (think of it as being similar to the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives). There is a constitutional minimum of 598 seats to be filled in the Bundestag. Currently, however, there are 709 seats in 
the Bundestag due to overhang seats and leveling seats (see more information below). 

During elections for the Bundestag, every citizen age 18 and over gets two votes. The first vote is the “personalized proportional 
representation.” This vote is for a candidate standing for election in his/her constituency. There are exactly 299 German con-
stituencies, and therefore 299 seats in the Bundestag to be won in the first vote. These candidates do not need to belong to 
a party, and can stand as independents, although many candidates are directly nominated by their parties. Every German, 18 
years of age and over, can run for this office. Candidates who receive the most votes in each constituency win what is known as 
a Direktmandat (direct mandate), and automatically win a seat and become members of the parliament. These 299 seats make 
up 50% of the Bundestag minimum seats. Refer to the diagram on Handout 4.3.1 for a visual representation of this.

The other 50% of the seats of the Bundestag are filled with the winners of the second vote. The second vote is a proportional 
vote cast for a particular party. It decides on the total number of seats that each party will receive in the Bundestag and there-
fore, each party’s “proportional representation” in parliament. Not every party will make it to the Bundestag - they will need at 
least 5% of the second vote nationwide to sit in parliament. Before elections are held each party, in each state, prepares a “state 
list” (Landesliste) with the names of candidates the party would like to nominate as members of the Bundestag. These are the 
people who will go to the Bundestag for their party in the second vote. 

If candidates who are running under a specific party received more votes with the first vote than their party did with the second 
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vote—for example they get 55 direct mandates, but only 50 party seats in the parliament, the extra 5 direct mandates still 
automatically go to the Bundestag as “overhang seats” (Überhangsmandate). The other parties must not be at a disadvantage so 
they will receive “leveling seats” (Ausgleichsmandate). This increases the number of parliamentary representatives for all other 
parties on a percentage basis (in the example above they would receive an extra 10% of their election results—5 extra out of 50 
is 10%). This restores the balance to the share of seats relative to the overall results of the second vote. Due to the probability of 
these “extra seats” in each election cycle, the Bundestag often exceeds its minimum 598 seats/representatives.

Once a majority government has been formed, the chancellor can then be elected by the parliament. 

	➤ Resources

•	 Korte, Karl-Rudolf. “Das Personalisierte Verhältniswahlrecht: Bpb.” Bpb.de, Bundeszentrale Für Politische Bildung, 19 May 
2009, www.bpb.de/politik/wahlen/bundestagswahlen/62524/personalisierte-verhaeltniswahl?p=all.

TIME: 4–5 45 minute periods

CONCEPTS LIST

•	 Coalition

•	 Federal Republic of Germany

•	 Parliament

•	 Bundestag
•	 Bundesländer

•	 Bundesrat
•	 Bundespräsident
•	 Bundesregierung
•	 Constitutional

•	 Democratic

•	 Federal

•	 Proportional representation

•	 Winner-takes-all

•	 Zweitstimme
•	 Direct Mandate

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 The German Electoral System (Handout 4.3.1)

•	 Election of the Chancellor of Germany—Comparison (Handout 4.3.2)

•	 “Election of members of the German Bundestag.” Official website of the German Bundestag, 
last updated 8 October 2013, https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/elections/
electionresults/election_mp/245694/. 

•	 “Election of the federal President.” Official website of Deutscher Bundestag, 2019, https://www.
bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/federal_convention. 

•	 “first-past-the-post-system.” Collins Dictionary.com. Harper Collins Publishers, 2012. Web. 

•	 “Germany’s Voting System Explained.” Spiegel Online, 19 September 2013, http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/
german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html. 

•	 “German election system.” YouTube, uploaded by explainitychannel, 19 January 2017, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=xnvPoRethYI. 

•	 “How do German elections work?” YouTube, uploaded by CNBC International, 14 September 2017, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA. 

•	 “Post-Election 2016 Recap & Resources: Voter Turnout.” Official website of PennState University Libraries, last updated 24 
August 2018, https://guides.libraries.psu.edu/post-election-2016/voter-turnout. 

•	 “proportional representation.” Merriam-Webster.com. Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2011. Web. 

•	 Staudenmaier, Rebecca. “How does the German general election work?” Deutsche Welle, 24 September 2017, https://www.
dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/. 

•	 “The Election of the Federal Chancellor.” Official website of the Federal Chancellor, 2019, https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/
bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor. 

•	 “Voter turnout at general elections in Germany from 1949 to 2017.” Statista, 2019, https://www.statista.com/
statistics/753732/german-elections-voter-turnout/. 

All handouts 
can be found at 
www.goethe.de/
germanyinfocus

http://www.bpb.de/politik/wahlen/bundestagswahlen/62524/personalisierte-verhaeltniswahl?p=all
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/elections/electionresults/election_mp/245694/
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/elections/electionresults/election_mp/245694/
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/federal_convention
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/federal_convention
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xnvPoRethYI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xnvPoRethYI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA
https://www.psu.edu/news/academics/story/university-libraries-launches-post-election-2016-library-guide/
https://www.dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/
https://www.dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor
https://www.statista.com/statistics/753732/german-elections-voter-turnout/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/753732/german-elections-voter-turnout/
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
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•	 “Voter Turnout at Federal Elections and Referendums.” Official website of Elections Canada, last updated 27 August 2018, 
http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=ele&dir=turn&document=index&lang=e. 

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

Review the two following concepts with the class: 

•	 First-Past-the-Post-System (Winner-Take-All System): “a voting system in which a candidate may be elected by a simple 
majority rather than an absolute majority” “first-past-the-post-system.” Collins Dictionary.com. Harper Collins Publishers, 
2012. Web. 

•	 Proportional Representation: “an electoral system in which the number of seats held by a political group or party in a 
legislative body is determined by the number of popular votes received” “proportional representation.” Merriam-Webster.
com. Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2011. Web. 

Which system do students believe is used in your country, and why?

SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

Every eligible voter in Germany can cast two votes for the Bundestag. What is the first vote cast for? 

	➤ Formative Performance Task

As a class, watch the “How do German elections work” video. Ask students to take notes on the significance of the first of the 
two votes. They should create a flow chart showing the election process including the concepts of direct mandate, overhang, 
and balance seats. 

Check for students’ understanding of the concepts of direct mandate, overhang, and balance seats. You may want students to 
work in small groups. 

	➤ Resources

•	 “How do German elections work?” YouTube, uploaded by CNBC International, 14 September 2017, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA. 

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

What is the significance of the second vote or Zweitstimme? 

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Assign students one of the articles listed in the resources. Students with the same article should read the article (together) 
and create a second chart showing the election process and determine the significance of the second vote as indicated in the 
assigned article. 

Discuss: How does this election process differ from the system used in your country?

Once students have completed task one and two, project Handout 4.3.1 so students can compare their charts to the image. 

	➤ Resources

•	 The German electoral system (Handout 4.3.1)

•	 “Election of members of the German Bundestag.” Official website of the German Bundestag, last updated 8 
October 2013, https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/elections/electionresults/election_mp/245694/. 

•	 “Germany’s Voting System Explained.” Spiegel Online, 19 September 2013, http://www.spiegel.de/international/
germany/german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html.  

http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=ele&dir=turn&document=index&lang=e
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/vote
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/candidate
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/elect
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/majority
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/absolute
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn45xqlK0uA
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/elections/electionresults/election_mp/245694/
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/german-election-system-explained-a-923243.html
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•	 Staudenmaier, Rebecca. “How does the German general election work?” Deutsche Welle, 24 September 2017, https://www.
dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/.  

SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

How is the German Chancellor elected? 

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Ask students to research how Germans select their chancellor, and complete one section of Handout 4.3.2 with that infor-
mation. Next, they should consider/research how the leader of their country is selected and complete the second section of 
Handout 4.3.2. For any processes that are similar, have students list those in the overlapping sections of the diagram.

As a class, discuss the differences between the two election processes, as well as the advantages and disadvantages of each.

You may want students to work with partners to complete this task, making sure that each student submits their written work 
to confirm understanding.

	➤ Resources

•	 Election of the Chancellor of Germany—Comparison (Handout 4.3.2)

•	 “The Election of the Federal Chancellor.” Official website of the Federal Chancellor, 2019, https://www.
bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor. 

SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

How does the German electoral system work? 

Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and 
relevant evidence from historical or contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK

Have students explore the term limits (if any) of a chief executive of another country. They will investigate the advantages and 
disadvantages of the head of state having term limits, as opposed to serving their whole life.

*Note: Some countries of interest may be: Libya, Lesotho, Venezuela, India, Malaysia, Thailand, Denmark, or Italy. 

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND Every citizen in Germany is automatically registered to vote when they register their residence with the 
local authorities (which is mandatory for all people living in Germany). In 2017, voter turnout was at 76.2% of eligible 
voters in Germany. In comparison, in the United States 58.1% of the voting-eligible population participated in the 2016 
presidential election. In Canada, 68.3% of eligible electors cast a vote in 2015.

ASSESS In your state or province, how do you register to vote? What challenges are there that make voter registration 
in your state or province more difficult for certain members of the community?

ACT Brainstorm ways to take action to help more people in your state or province register to vote. Consider what 
would increase voter participation among young voters and become an advocate for voter registration. 

https://www.dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/
https://www.dw.com/en/how-does-the-german-general-election-work/a-37805756/
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/the-election-of-the-federal-chancellor

