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Abstract 

This essay seeks to empirically examine economic and non-economic factors that determined 

the outcomes of the fourteenth general election in Malaysia.  In the election, the incumbent 

coalition Barisan Nasional (BN) which had ruled the country since its independence in 1957 

was defeated.  Relatively robust economic growth in months prior to the elections failed to 

bolster voter support for the incumbent coalition.  Unemployment and inequality further eroded 

voter support for BN.  The election also saw a decline in the support of the Bumiputra 

community and East Malaysian voters for BN.  A key factor in the end of BN rule was the 

defections of elite politicians from UMNO.  Mahathir Mohamad, a former Prime Minister and 

UMNO President, together with other former UMNO stalwarts joined the opposition coalition 

and mobilized voters against BN. 
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Economic Voting and the End of Dominant Party Rule in Malaysia 

Cassey Lee 

 

1. Introduction 

The 14th General Election (GE-14) in May 2018 witnessed the defeat of Malaysia’s ruling 

political coalition Barisan Nasional (BN) by Pakatan Harapan (PH).  Of the 222 parliamentary 

seats contested, the PH coalition secured 113 seats (52 per cent) compared to BN’s seventy-

nine seats (36 per cent). BN’s defeat was unexpected with most political pundits predicting the 

continuation of BN-rule albeit with a slimmer majority.1 The BN coalition had governed 

Malaysia continuously since the country’s first general election in 1955 and its independence 

in 1957. Thus, the election marked the end of one of the longest periods of continuous rule in 

modern times.2   

This leads to the question of what accounts for the defeat of BN in GE-14. In other 

words, what are the factors that can explain the outcome of the election?  Did economic factors 

such as economic growth and inflation play a role in GE-14?  Was the change in political 

regime brought about by the re-entry and active campaigning of the country’s former prime 

minister Mahathir Mohamad?  Did the party splits in Malay-based parties such as PAS and 

UMNO contribute to PH’s victory in GE-14?  Was there a decline in the support of the 

Bumiputra community for UMNO which contributed to BN’s defeat?   

The aim of this essay is to empirically examine economic and non-economic factors 

that determined the outcomes of the 2018 election. GE-14 was different from previous elections 

in Malaysia in that it involved regime transition, namely, the end of dominant party rule in the 

country.  As such, although the economic voting model is used to investigate the determinants 

of electoral outcomes in Malaysia, attention is also paid to factors identified in the empirical 

literature on end of dominant party rule.   

                                                           
1 “GE-14 results: How it went so wrong for pundits”, Malay Mail, 29 June 2018. 

2 BN effectively ruled Malaysia for sixty-for years from 1955 to 2018.  In comparison, the Indian National 

Congress ruled India for thirty-two years (1946-1977), the Liberal Democratic Party in Japan for thirty-nine years 

(1952-1990), the Institutional Revolutionary Party in Mexico for seventy-one years (1929-2000) and the 

Kuomintang party in Taiwan for fifty-three years (1948-2000).  
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The outline of the rest of this essay is as follows.  Section 2 frames the research problem 

by reviewing the literature on economic voting as well as the end of dominant party rule.  This 

is followed by qualitative discussions in Section 3 on the economic conditions and political 

changes leading up to GE-14 in Malaysia.  An econometric analysis of the determinants of 

electoral outcomes is carried out in Section 4. Section 5 concludes. 

 

2. Framing the Research Problem: Economic Voting, Democratization and the End of 

Dominant Party Rule 

Changes in political regimes are complex and driven by a multitude of factors.  Therefore, it is 

useful to draw from different bodies of research related to political regime change or 

transitions.  There are three strands of literature from political science that might be relevant: 

economic voting; regime change and inequality; and the end of dominant party rule. Each is 

briefly reviewed to draw relevant insights. 

Economic factors have long been considered to be important determinants of electoral 

outcomes. The economic voter hypothesis (or economic voting model) can be stated as follows: 

“The citizen votes for the government if the economy is doing all right; otherwise, the vote is 

against” (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2000, p. 183).  This hypothesis has been tested within 

the empirical literature using two different approaches. In the first approach, the outcome or 

dependent variable is measured in terms of popularity such as job approval rating.  In the 

second approach, the actual vote count in the form of vote/seat share is used as a measure of 

electoral outcome.  The overall findings from the empirical literature support the hypothesis. 

In other words, economic conditions matter in elections.  Economic variables that matter in 

elections include economic growth, the rate of inflation, and unemployment (Lewis-Beck and 

Stegmaier, 2000 and Fair, 1996). Higher economic growth, lower inflation and lower 

unemployment are positively associated with political support for the incumbent party in 

elections.   

Unlike economic voting models, the explanations or theories of change in political 

regimes are more varied and complex.  One important strand of literature focuses on regime 

change, more specifically democratization, and the role of social conflict.  The role of economic 

inequality plays a central role in the work on regime change and distributive conflicts.  Boix 

(2003), for example, argued that greater inequality can lead to an increase in demands for 

redistribution of economic resources.  The elite is likely to resist such redistribution resulting 
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in a more authoritarian government and a decline in democratization. Acemoglu and Robinson 

(2006) also focus on distributive conflicts but make a distinction between de facto and de jure 

political power.  They argue that the masses have the ability to mobilize and challenge the elite.  

The elite, on the other hand, can promise to make concessions to the masses but ultimately such 

promises are not credible.  Thus, democratization is more likely if inequality is at moderate 

levels. Ansell and Samuels (2010) argue that median voters are poor and politically inert.  More 

importantly, the rising elite fear expropriation by the incumbent governing elite and therefore 

the former group demands political power to prevent this from happening. Thus, 

democratization is more likely to emerge when the new elite owns an increasingly larger share 

of national income.  For Haggard and Kaufman (2012), even though distributive conflict is an 

important source of regime change, democratic transitions can only occur when masses 

overcome barriers to collective action.  Otherwise, regime change will only involve narrow 

intra-elite conflicts.  Furthermore, collective action in terms of the mobilization of masses is 

facilitated in industrialized and urbanized setting. 

The BN coalition that ruled Malaysia prior to its electoral defeat in May 2018 was 

clearly a dominant party. It had longevity in power (sixty-four years), was associated with the 

nation’s independence, dominated the political scene and was unassailable by opposition 

parties.3   

How has the end of dominant party rule been theorized and empirically researched? 

Greene (2007, 2010) argues that dominant parties lose power when their ability to politicize 

public resources decline. This can take place through privatization measures, which results in 

a decline in tax revenues.  For Magaloni (2006), hegemonic party autocracies can be quite 

resilient to economic recessions. However, voter dissatisfaction can lead to elite/party splinters 

that challenge the governing regime. One such potential source or factor is economic 

deterioration.  Voters and some members of the elite will defect when they believe economic 

deterioration to be systemic.  The role of economic performance is also featured in the work of 

Reuter and Gandhi (2010) who argue that poor economic performance can lead to defection of 

party elites and the mobilization of support to challenge incumbent/dominant party. 

To summarize, general economic conditions such as economic growth, inflation and 

unemployment do seem to matter in elections.  The role of inequality is slightly more 

ambiguous and is tied to the presence of social conflict and mobilization.  The impact of 

                                                           
3 See De Jager and Du Toit (2013) for definitions of dominant party systems. 
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economic factors on elections may be due to structural changes e.g. privatization.  Economic 

performance may also affect elections through intra-elite defections and competition. 

 

3. Economic Conditions and Political Changes Leading Up to GE-14 

3.1   Economic Conditions 

In 2018, BN’s share of seats in the parliamentary elections dropped sharply to 35.6 per cent 

from 59.9 per cent in GE-13 (Figure 1).  This sharp deterioration in the electoral performance 

of BN took place amidst relatively robust economic growth. In the four quarters prior to the 

election in May 2018, the quarterly growth rate for the country’s national income (GDP) 

exceeded 5 per cent (Figure 2).  
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The rising cost of living was another issue highlighted during GE-14.  This was linked 

to the implementation of the Goods and Services Tax (GST) which took effect on 1st April 

2015, some three years before the elections.  Inflation did spike for nine months after the 

implementation of the GST but its effect is likely to have subsided thereafter (Figure 3).  There 

was, however, a sharp increase in the inflation rate from the third quarter of 2016 to the first 

quarter of 2017.  This rise in inflation coincided and is likely to have been caused by the ringgit 

depreciation (Figure 4).  The rate of inflation declined thereafter for nine months but remained 

above 3.5 per cent until GE-14.  Price increases are often irreversible, resulting in ratchet effects 

that might affect cost of living.  Another indicator, the unemployment rate increased from 2.7 

per cent in the third quarter of 2014 to 3.5 per cent in third quarter of 2016 (Figure 5). It 

remained at around 3.3 per cent until the first quarter of 2018.  In comparing with historical 

data since 2009, the unemployment rate was relatively high in 2018.   

To sum up, even though economic growth was relatively robust in the months prior to 

GE-14, both the inflation rate and unemployment rate do suggest a deterioration in economic 

conditions. The former, however, is likely to have been caused by a deterioration in the 

exchange rate rather than the imposition of GST.  These economic factors could have adversely 

affected BN’s performance in GE-14. 
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3.2   Politicization of Public Resources 

One of the factors identified in the end of dominant party rule is the deterioration in a party’s 

ability to politicize the use of public resources (Greene, 2006, 2010).  Has there been a decline 

in BN’s ability to politicize public resources? The share of government expenditure as 

percentage of national income (GDP) has declined from a peak of 43 per cent in 1981 (when 

Mahathir first came to power) to 26 per cent in 2012 and 19 per cent in 2017 (Figure 6).  This 

has been accompanied by a decline in government revenues.  These trends suggest that the 

ruling coalition’s access and ability to politicize public economic resources has declined in 

recent years.  As a result, the BN-led government was likely to have resorted to alternative 

sources of funds that are off-budget including the 1 Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) 

investment fund.  Media investigations indicate that funds originating from 1MDB were used 

by BN in the 13th general elections (GE-13).4  From the perspective of dominant party rule, 

1MDB investments in the energy sector generated minimal spill-over to the masses (voters).  

It also led to the creation of systemic economic problems in the form of high debt levels.   These 

issues and allegations of corruption are likely to have reduced support for BN in GE-14. 

                                                           
4 “WSJ: Najib used 1MDB's funds for GE13”, MalaysiaKini, 19 June 2015. 
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3.3   Elite Defections and Voter Mobilization 

Elite defections and voter mobilization are key factors in the literature on the end of single 

party dominance.  It is plausible to argue that these factors are relevant in the case of GE-14 

(Figure 7).  A key member of the PH coalition is the Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (PPBM) 

which was formed on 8th September 2016.  It was formed from elite and splinter members from 

UMNO.  The party was led by Mahathir Mohamad, former president of UMNO and Malaysia’s 

longest serving Prime Minister from 1981 to 2003.  Other key members of PPBM include 

Muhyiddin Yassin (former vice-president of UMNO and former Deputy Prime Minister) and 

Mukhriz Mahathir (former Menteri Besar of the state of Kedah).  Another party formed by an 

elite splinter from UMNO is Parti Warisan Sabah which was established on 17th October 2016 

and led by Shafie Apdal, a former vice-president of UMNO and a former minister.   

Elite splinters also affected the opposition.  After Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS) 

became more conservative in the 1980s, moderate party leaders departed to form the Parti 

Amanah Rakyat (Amanah) on 16th September 2015.  With PAS no longer part of the PH 

coalition in GE-14, Amanah leaders contested against PAS politicians in the GE-14. 
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Figure 7: Elite Defections and Electoral Outcomes  

 

 

Examining the distribution of parliamentary seats in GE-14, the defector parties’ share 

of PH seats amounted to a sizeable 25.6 per cent (Table 1).  The BN coalition lost some 

nineteen seats to party defectors (or 14.3 per cent of BN’s seats in GE-13).   

 

Table 1: Parliamentary Seats Won by Parties in GE-13 and GE-14 

                                      Seats Won in GE-14 
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  BN PKR DAP PAS PBBM AMANAH WARISAN OTHER 

BN 78 21 4 5 12 3 7 3 

PKR 0 27 0 0 0 1 1 1 

DAP 0 0 38 0 0 0 0 0 

PAS 1 0 0 13 0 7 0 0 

PBBM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

AMANAH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

WARISAN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

OTHER 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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In terms of voter mobilization, Mahathir Mohamad visited and campaigned in at least thirty-

six parliamentary constituencies in the four months leading to GE-14. This culminated in a 

nation-wide address by Mahathir on Facebook live on the election eve, 8th May 2018.  More 

than 3.3 million people viewed the event on Facebook. Aside from Mahathir Mohamad and 

Muhyiddin Yassin, other elite former members of UMNO were actively involved in mobilizing 

voters (especially Malay voters) to vote against UMNO and BN during the campaign period of 

the elections.  These included Rafidah Aziz (former Wanita UMNO chief and former minister) 

and Daim Zainuddin (former UMNO treasurer and former finance minister).   

 

4. Econometric Analysis of Economic Voting Model 

An econometric estimation of a voting equation can be used to quantitatively untangle the 

multitude of factors determining electoral outcomes.  The selection of variables is drawn from 

the literature employing economic voting models.     

The Barisan Nasional’s (BN – the incumbent coalition) share of votes in a 

parliamentary constituency i located in state j can be modelled as follows: 

 

V
it
 = α

1 
+ α

2
GDP

j,t-1
 + α

3
INF

j,t-1
 + α

4
UNEMP

j,t-1
 + α

5
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j,t-1
 + α

6
BUMI

it
 + α

7
EAST

jt
 + 

       α
8
VTURN

it
 + α

9
INCUMBIND

it
 + α

10
INCUMBPTY

it
 + α

11
DENSITY

it
 + α

12
MAHA

it
 + ε

it
 

  

where GDP is the growth rate of Real GDP per capita (lagged by one year, state), INF 

the inflation rate (lagged by one year, state), UNEMP the unemployment (lagged by one year, 

state), GINI the Gini coefficient (lagged by one year, constituency), BUMI the share of 

Bumiputra voters (constituency), EAST a dummy variable for East Malaysia (Sabah and 

Sarawak), VTURN voter turnout, INCUMBIND individual incumbency, INCUMBPTY party 

incumbency, DENSITY population density and MAHA a dummy variable representing 

Mahathir’s visit to a constituency during the election campaign.  

The above equation is estimated using data from two elections, namely GE-13 in 2013 

and GE-14 in 2018). There are 222 parliamentary constituencies in both elections.  The results 

are summarized in Table 2.  The economic data are based on state-level statistics from the 

Department of Statistics.  Constituency level data such as Gini coefficient, share of Bumiputra 

population and population density are also sourced from the Department of Statistics.  The 

constituency level data are obtained by matching district with parliamentary constituency. 
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Election results such as BN’s voter share, voter turnout and incumbency are sourced from the 

Elections Commission.  The variable for Mahathir’s visits to parliamentary constituencies is 

constructed based on Facebook postings featuring campaign posters for these visits. 

 

Table 2: Determinants of BN’s Vote Share in GE-13 and GE-14 

 

GE-13&GE-

14 GE-13 GE-14 

GE-14 + 

MAHA 

GE-14 + 

MAHA + PM 

VARIABLES 

BN Vote 

Share 

BN Vote 

Share 

BN Vote 

Share 

BN Vote 

Share 

BN Vote 

Share 

      
GDP(-1) 0.0181 0.191*** -0.176*** -0.178*** 0.0982 

 0.022 0.0293 0.0589 0.0595 0.0637 

INF(-1) -0.400*** 0.0918 -0.0433 -0.0425 0.489** 

 -.0312 0.0722 0.204 0.204 0.197 

UNEMP(-1) -0.204*** -0.00173 -0.191*** -0.194*** 0.0151 

 0.0345 0.025 0.061 0.0616 0.0645 

GINI -0.519*** -0.325*** -0.279* -0.281* -0.416** 

 0.115 0.0878 0.167 0.167 0.175 

BUMI 0.197*** 0.395*** 0.153*** 0.153*** 0.386*** 

 0.0167 0.0167 0.0219 0.0221 0.0356 

EAST 0.195*** 0.460*** 0.247*** 0.246***  

 0.0449 0.0735 0.0641 0.0643  

VTURN -1.390*** -0.566** -0.803** -0.803** -1.891*** 

 0.278 0.274 0.395 0.396 0.565 

INCUMBIND BN 0.0322 0.0287 -0.00799 -0.00797 0.0134 

 0.0357 0.0229 0.0637 0.0638 0.0734 

INCUMBPTY BN 0.133*** 0.0844*** 0.197*** 0.195*** 0.141* 

 0.0382 0.0259 0.0658 0.0662 0.0742 

INCUMBIND Non-BN -0.0736** 0.0306 -0.168*** -0.167*** -0.110** 

 0.0334 0.0269 0.0458 0.0459 0.0443 

INCUMBPTY Non-BN -0.149*** -0.128*** -0.144*** -0.146*** -0.120** 

 0.0352 0.0294 0.0482 0.0486 0.0467 

DENSITY -0.0635*** -0.0216*** -0.0945*** 0.0941*** -0.0638*** 

 0.00894 0.00692 0.0137 0.0137 0.0145 

MAHA    -0.0161 -0.0194 

    0.0448 0.0392 

Constant 2.972*** 1.597*** 3.516*** 3.518*** 0.684 

 0.199 0.166 0.459 0.46 0.569 

Observations 410 189 221 221 165 

R-squared 0.758 0.903 0.77 0.77 0.818 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses; PM – Peninsular Malaysia 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Overall, the model has a fairly good explanatory power. It can explain close to 76 per 

cent of the outcome of the elections.  Comparing the estimations for GE-13 and GE-14, the 

results for economic voting are very different.  Economic growth is positively correlated to the 

vote share of UMNO in GE-13 but the sign is reversed in GE-14.  Inflation is statistically 

insignificant whilst higher unemployment is negatively correlated with BN’s vote share in GE-

14.  Higher inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient, is negatively correlated with BN’s 

vote share.   

For non-economic variables, ethnic voting is important in both elections as higher share 

of Bumiputra voters is associated with higher BN’s vote share.  However, the smaller size of 

the coefficient in GE-14 suggests that Bumiputra support for BN declined in GE-14 compared 

to GE-13.  The state of Sabah and Sarawak were long considered to be BN’s “safe deposits” 

for their track record of supporting BN in previous successions. This variable is statistically 

significant though the sizes of the coefficients suggest a decline in the support for BN in GE-

14.  The date for the GE-14 was set on a Wednesday (originally a working day) to dampen the 

negative effect of high voter turnout on support for BN.  The sign and size of the coefficient 

for voter turnout variable does indicate that the negative correlation between voter turnout and 

support for BN strengthen in GE-14.  Incumbency – both at the individual and party level – 

remained important in both GE-13 and GE-14 except for individual incumbency for BN 

politicians.  Finally, a dummy variable was created to capture the effects of Mahathir’s 

campaigning in GE-14.  This variable is not statistically significant in the full sample. 

A key feature of GE-14 was the prevalence of three-cornered fights for parliamentary 

seats involving BN, PH and PAS.  About 71 per cent of the seats contested in GE-14 involved 

three-cornered fights.  In the GE-13, most of the seats were contested by parties from the two 

coalitions, namely, BN and Pakatan Rakyat (PR was a precursor to PH).  The Islamic party 

PAS was then part of the PR coalition.  Due to the demographics of the parliamentary 

constituencies, specific component parties of PR are likely to have strategically chosen to 

compete with BN and PAS in GE-14.  For example, the Democratic Action Party (DAP) and 

Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) might be chosen to contest against BN and PAS in urban 

constituencies.  For rural Malay constituencies, PPBM and Aamanah are more likely to be 

effective competitor against UMNO and PAS.  It is thus useful to re-examine the determinants 

of voter support for BN for each of these specific contestations.  There are four possible 

configurations, namely: 
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• BN vs. PKR vs. PAS 

• BN vs. DAP vs. PAS 

• BN vs. PPBM vs. PAS 

• BN vs. AMANAH vs. PAS 

What matters when different set of parties compete against each other? The estimates 

for the four types of three-cornered fights are summarized in Table 3.  Economic variables 

such as GDP growth only mattered in contestations involving BN, PPBM and PAS.  Higher 

economic growth is associated with stronger voter support for BN.  The reverse is true for 

contestations involving BN-Amanah and PAS.   

In terms of incumbency effects, BN’s party incumbency has the greatest positive effect 

when competing with PKR.  BN’s party incumbency is still positive but weaker when 

competing with PPBM.  This is likely to be due to competition between BN with BN defectors.  

PKR’s incumbency is significant when competing with BN and PAS.  PKR did not lose any 

seat it won in GE-13 to BN or PAS in GE-14.  Mahathir’s campaign visits only had a negative 

effect on BN when PKR was competing with BN and PAS. However, when Amanah was 

competing with BN and PAS – Mahathir’s visit may have had a negative effect on voter support 

for Amanah.  This could be explained by Mahathir’s unpopularity amongst voters in PAS 

stronghold in Terengganu and Kelantan.5 Finally, voter support for BN was not affected by any 

factors when DAP is a competitor.  In GE-14, DAP did not lose any of the seats it won in GE-

13. 

Elite defection was a key feature of political change leading to GE-14.  This issue is re-

examined by analysing the election data on BN seats won by politicians from the two political 

parties associated with defectors from UMNO, namely PPBM.  A Probit version of the 

economic model is estimated and the results are summarized in Table 4.  The dependent 

variable is a binary variable with a numerical value of one for a BN win and zero otherwise. 

For seats where BN competed with PPBM – the probability of BN winning is negatively 

corelated with the mobilization of vote by elite defectors (the Mahathir variable).  This clearly 

indicated that Mahathir played an important role in political contestations involving BN and 

BN defectors. 

 

                                                           
5 The author thanks Norshahril Saat for useful insights on this. 
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Table 3: Determinants of BN’s Vote Share in Three-Cornered Fights in GE-14 

 BN-PKR-PAS BN-DAP-PAS BN-PPBM-PAS BN-AMANAH-PAS 

VARIABLES BN Vote Share BN Vote Share BN Vote Share BN Vote Share 

     

GDP(-1) -0.832 -0.394 2.412** -5.262** 

 1.017 5.051 1.139 2.324 

INF(-1) -1.492 -0.0608 4.567 -2.56 

 4.36 11.53 3.929 5.597 

UNEMP(-1) -0.729 -0.23 3.558* -0.878 

 1.526 6.844 1.987 3.543 

GINI -73.09* -19.46 -28.72 -30.7 

 37.89 77.78 28.18 78.65 

BUMI 0.0997 0.442 0.0859 -0.0645 

 0.0724 0.378 0.109 0.199 

EAST 9.809*   21.67** 

 4.87   9.637 

VTURN 21.91 -97.34 -12.29 12.9 

 54.53 143.7 50.4 54.84 

INCUMBIND BN -0.599 5.313 0.395 3.021 

 5.478 8.435 3.628 8.284 

INCUMBPTY BN 12.07**  8.567** 9.134* 

 5.639  4.136 5.057 

INCUMBIND Non-BN -1.084 -2.729 -2.401 0.156 

 2.681 5.448 6.832 3.313 

INCUMBPTY Non-BN -6.961** -6.14 2.836 -1.211 

 2.591 6.557 4.662 6.7 

DENSITY 0.000842 -0.0013 -0.000676 -0.00418* 

 0.000688 0.0024 0.000935 0.00232 

MAHATHIR -4.275* -4.77 0.255 10.84* 

 2.394 8.243 2.731 5.859 

Constant 83.72* 106.8 12.01 74.31 

 42.94 90.87 44.8 66.36 

Observations 51 19 49 31 

R-squared 0.768 0.802 0.505 0.873 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 4: Probit Estimates of BN Win in GE-14  

 BN-PKR-PAS BN-PPBM-PAS 

VARIABLES Prob(BN Win) Prob(BN Win) 

   

GDP(-1) -0.0559 -0.221 

 0.383 0.344 

INF(-1) -2.139 -0.966 

 1.495 0.958 

UNEMP(-1) -1.275* -0.861 

 0.752 0.569 

GINI 30.06 -15.21* 

 21.26 7.858 

BUMI 0.0365 0.00924 

 0.0254 0.0262 

VTURN -1.302 -10.03 

 14.21 10.69 

DENSITY -0.00845* -0.00083 

 0.00462 0.0008 

MAHA  -1.870** 

  0.732 

Constant 1.284 21.06* 

 12.35 11.48 

Observations 40 49 

   

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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5. Conclusions 

The 14th general election (GE-14) in Malaysia was a watershed event.  The election witnessed 

the defeat of the Barisan Nasional coalition which had ruled the country since its independence 

in 1957.  A number of factors are likely to have driven the outcomes in the GE-14.  Overall, 

the robust economic growth was not a positive factor in voter support for BN in the election.  

Unemployment and inequality (measured by Gini coefficient) are likely to have negative 

effects on voter support for BN.  Contrary to the findings of media reports and surveys, inflation 

was not a significant determinant. It is possible that official consumer prices indices (CPI) did 

not capture cost of living issues adequately. 

In terms of non-economic factors, there was also a decline in voter support for BN in 

the Bumiputra community and in East Malaysia.  Another key feature of GE-14 was the 

defections amongst the political elite from UMNO leading up to GE-14.  The formation and 

participation of former UMNO members in PPBM and Warisan helped strengthened the 

opposition coalition.  There is quantitative evidence that Mahathir political campaigning prior 

to GE-14 mobilized and consolidated voter support for PH.   
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